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ABSTRACT 
This writing argues that the arts go beyond dialogue to affect and enhance 
interfaith peacebuilding, understanding, and cooperation. My research focuses on the 
three Abrahamic Faiths, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, with an in-depth analysis of 
music and peacebuilding amidst Jews and Arabs in Israel. Specifically, I discuss the use 
of music as a bridge of understanding between cultures and share examples of other types 
of art as well. This research also adds to the limited amount of theory, analysis, and 
writing in the subject area of peacebuilding and the arts. Section One introduces the terms 
and ideas surrounding the topics of interfaith, peacebuilding, identity, diversity, 
pluralism, and unity. Section Two includes a literature review conducted in this area of 
study. I also share art and interviews from artists who create peacebuilding art and music. 
In Section Three, I describe the qualitative research method “Portraiture” and how I used 
it as a framework for my fieldwork during summer 2013 in Israel. Images and 
information from Jewish and Arab artists, musicians, and activists serve as visual 
references in this section. Section Four includes a historical theological perspective of 
interfaith peacebuilding. I analyze the theology of Nicholas of Cusa (1401-1463), whose 
writings explore a medieval understanding of interfaith peacebuilding and cooperation. 
Specifically, I focus on his ideas surrounding concepts of God, interreligious 
relationships, and music. In Section Five, I describe my musical artifact and how my 
fieldwork and research are expressed in this artifact. Section Six includes details of the 
songwriting, production, and overall process involved in the creation of my artifact. 
Finally, Section Seven, includes information on further areas for research and offers my 
concluding thoughts and reflections.
1 
SECTION I     
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
“A religious man is a person who holds God and man in one thought at one time, at all 
times, who suffers harm done to others, whose greatest passion is compassion, whose 
greatest strength is love and defiance of despair.”  
 
Abraham Joshua Heschel 
 
 
Interactions, both peaceful and violent, between the three Abrahamic religious 
traditions, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, began early in their individual formations as 
believers came in contact with one another. Jesus, born a Jew, taught principles that 
inspired offense in Jewish religious leaders. Jews called for the death of Jesus. Muslims 
did not believe the account of Jesus’ death, only in his ascension, and accused the Jews of 
making it look like Jesus was crucified. Christians fought Muslims for the Holy Land in 
the historical Crusades. Although these events seem in the distant past, conflict continues 
today. The Holy Land, Israel and Palestine, continues to be the coveted land of these 
three religious traditions. Peace talks and interfaith dialogue have not ultimately been 
successful in bringing peace between these three faiths. Israelis and Palestinians, Jews 
and Arabs, Christians and Muslims, continue to conflict in violent ways.  
While religion has proven to be most contributory to the development of large 
scale conflicts throughout history, there is a particular sense of critical urgency in 
the fragile state in which our world finds itself today, specifically in connection to 
these three religions. There is reasonable cause for concern that the global 
community, should the current conflicts not be resolved in an equitable manner, 
might fall prey to irrationality, despair and mass hysteria, consequently leading to 
the annihilation of much of humanity and humanity's most valuable achievements. 
Things we are all too familiar with from our own historical past, except this time, 
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because of the presence of weapons of mass destruction, the devastation will 
surely be of apocalyptic proportions.1 
 
Ultimately, the conflicts between the three Abrahamic traditions are complex and 
multi-layered; however, three easily identifiable areas include: differences in religious 
belief, spiritual identities tied to land, and societal and global worldviews. Jesus’ call to 
“love your enemies” seems a difficult teaching to follow and many American Christians 
pray for Israel’s militaristic success against Arabs and Palestinians without the 
knowledge that many Arabs are also Christian, and without the understanding of common 
religious history and belief. These three traditions all claim to worship the One God of 
Abraham but instead of celebrating their similarities, they conflict, sometimes violently, 
over their differences.  
In addition to diverse beliefs conflicts occur concerning their individual rights to 
Jerusalem and the Holy Land.  
Just as the sacred is a “contested category,” sacred space is contested space 
(Kong, 2001, 2010). Brace, Bailey, and Harvey (2006: 30) posit that “spaces may 
be read……not only as sacred or profane, but also as the reflections and 
reproduction of religious and social desires and anxieties.”2  
 
Place and sacred space determine one’s personal and spiritual identity. The instinct to 
fight and protect can arise when people feel their identities and sense of place are 
challenged. Believers from all three traditions claim sacred the land of Israel. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 1 Mirmobiny, Shadieh. “Abrahamic Religions: The Necessity of a New Perspective.” Forum on 
Public Policy: A Journal of the Oxford Round Table (2010), Academic OneFile, accessed December 30, 
2014. 
http://libproxy.gc.maricopa.edu/login?url=http://go.galegroup.com/ps/i.do?id=GALE%7CA253058137&v=
2.1&u=mcc_glendale&it=r&p=AONE&sw=w&asid=b2912d9746f0a1807c3947de9006c0d0. 
 2 Noga Collins-Kreiner, Deborah F. Shmueli, Michal Ben Gal, “Spatial Transgression of New 
Religious Sites in Israel,” Applied Geography 40, (June 2013): 103-114, accessed December 30, 2014 
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0143622813000532.  
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 The complexity of this historical conflict, beyond religious beliefs and identities 
tied to land, also involves the differences in societal and global worldview. What some 
Islamic leaders determine as a propagation of secularism and skepticism, Western 
educators label critical thinking. In his speech to university professors in 2009, Ayatollah 
Khamenei stated,  
…many of the humanities and liberal arts [subjects] are based on philosophies 
whose foundations are materialism and disbelief in godly and Islamic teachings. 
Instructing those sciences leads to the loss of belief in godly and Islamic 
knowledge. Teaching those disciplines leads to propagation of skepticism and 
doubt about the religious principles and beliefs.3   
 
Khamenei is not the only one concerned with materialistic ideas and disbelief in God 
found in liberal education teaching. This type of thinking is also prevalent in groups such 
as Orthodox Jews as well as some fundamentalist Christians who also discourage their 
children from a liberal higher education. One example of this idea is found in the movie 
“God’s Not Dead,” where the professor is portrayed as one who demands a belief in 
atheism from his students. This reveals the perspective of some Christians, who see 
liberal education not as a place for healthy critical thinking, but one of unhealthy 
skepticism of God. Controversies in this area lead to the bigger debate of democracy 
versus theocracy. And although the United States is considered a secular nation with 
separation between church and state, some believers see this separation as harmful to the 
idea of a nation under God. Many Islamic countries are theocracies and some follow 
some form of sharia law. In Israel, close to 74.8% of Jews believe that the State of Israel 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 3 Mirmobiny, Shadieh. “Abrahamic Religions: The Necessity of a New Perspective.” Forum on 
Public Policy: A Journal of the Oxford Round Table (2010), Academic OneFile, accessed December 30, 
2014. 
http://libproxy.gc.maricopa.edu/login?url=http://go.galegroup.com/ps/i.do?id=GALE%7CA253058137&v=
2.1&u=mcc_glendale&it=r&p=AONE&sw=w&asid=b2912d9746f0a1807c3947de9006c0d0. 
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could be considered Jewish and democratic.4 So, the conflicts arise not only over 
individual beliefs and emotional ties to land, but also to overall world views that 
determine how societies should be structured through government and education. 
 The story below demonstrates that even the idea of Jewish and Arab children 
learning together is against the religious values of some. The segregation between Jewish 
and Arab children in schools across Israel propagates the religious, political, and socio-
economic disparities between these two groups in Israel. As demonstrated in the 
following story, even the handful of schools striving to integrate face pressures and 
violence from society. 
A Story of Conflict 
Figures 1-3. Quique Kierszenbaum, “Hand in Hand School, Jerusalem”. 
On November 29, 2014, arsonists set fire to two classrooms and graffitied hateful 
statements against Arabs on the walls of the Hand in Hand K-12 School in Jerusalem.5 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 4 The Israeli Democracy Index 2013, accessed January 3, 2015, 
http://en.idi.org.il/media/2726731/2013-Democracy-Index-Main-Findings.pdf. 
 5 Farah Stockman, “Refusing to be Enemies in Jerusalem.” The Boston Globe. December 7, 2014, 
accessed December 26, 2014, http://www.bostonglobe.com/opinion/2014/12/07/refusing-enemies-
jerusalem/EJOADS2D0IzER44aiI2k5L/story.html. 
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One of the graffitied statements proclaimed, “There can be no coexistence with cancer.”6 
The Hand in Hand Schools are the only public schools in Israel that integrate Jews and 
Arabs. The school’s motto is “We refuse to be enemies.” Quique Kierszenbaum and his 
wife, Jewish parents of a student at the Hand in Hand School in Jerusalem, determined 
they did not want their son growing up hating Arabs. They chose the Hand in Hand 
School as the perfect solution for integrated education. Suidan, an Israeli Arab lawyer 
moved to Jerusalem from Haifa for a job opportunity for his wife, a doctor. They wanted 
their daughter to have an excellent education and learn Hebrew so that she could 
eventually find a good job, but didn’t want to put her in a poorly funded Palestinian 
school nor make her the only Palestinian in a Jewish school. Hand in Hand School 
offered them the solution where students learn Hebrew and Arabic. I will describe my 
personal visit to one of these schools in Section III.  
Within the same month as the attack on the Hand in Hand School, an attack on a 
Jewish synagogue killed five people. Conflicts are a part of life for Jews and Arabs living 
in Israel. However, many of them do not want this future for their children, so they are 
devising new and creative ways of integration and understanding. One of the ways I 
found most interesting was the music program at the Hand in Hand School. Students not 
only learn Hebrew and Arabic, but they also learn about one another’s religions and 
holidays, and sing one another’s songs. Music and art become the main bridges of 
understanding that help create relationships between students and amongst parents. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 6 Jewish News Online. “OPINION: Hand in Hand Schools Are Proof Jews and Arabs Can Live 
Together in Peace.” December 17, 2014, accessed December 30, 2014, http://www.jewishnews.co.uk/hand-
hand-draft/. 
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Figures 3-6. Quique Kierszenbaum, “Hand in Hand School, Jerusalem”. 
In order to explore some of the conflicts explained earlier, as well as research 
peacebuilding strategies, I traveled to Israel in the summer of 2013. I was interested in 
learning how artists and musicians were addressing these issues. What I found was a 
variety of creativity engaged by individuals from all three traditions in order to create a 
world where their children and grandchildren could live in peace. This writing explores 
those ways in which musicians, artists, and activists engage in peacebuilding efforts 
between Jews and Arabs in the land of Israel through music and art. These are not “top 
down” political efforts, but instead are “bottom up” grassroots community-based 
movements. Ultimately, this writing adds to the limited research in the area of interfaith 
peacebuilding and the arts, demonstrates examples of individuals and groups enacting 
this work, and determines that these efforts are worthy and working. 
 
Definitions and Discussions 
When entering into a discussion about interfaith peacebuilding, it is important to 
understand certain definitions, specifically those of interfaith, peacebuilding, identity, 
unity, diversity, and pluralism and relativism. This writing discusses these concepts, and 
analyzes a variety of scholarly perspectives on these topics as applied to religious belief. 
7 
	  
Interfaith 
The term “interfaith” may be defined as something which occurs between people 
of different faiths. The founder of the Interfaith Youth Core, Eboo Patel, 
describes interfaith studies as one that examines, “…the multiple dimensions of how 
individuals and groups who orient around religion differently interact with one another, 
along with the implications of these interactions for communities, civil society, and 
global politics.”7 
 
Peacebuilding 
The United Nations defines peacebuilding as, “A range of measures targeted to 
reduce the risk of lapsing or relapsing into conflict by strengthening national capacities at 
all levels for conflict management, and to lay the foundation for sustainable peace and 
development.”8 Interfaith peacebuilding, then, involves strategies for developing peace 
between believers from different religions. 
 
Identity 
Identity, the unifying factor of groups and individuals in their “sameness” or 
“oneness,” creates the means for diversity. In other words, unless there are individuals 
and groups with unique identities, then diversity in our world is diminished. Without 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 Eboo Patel, “Toward a Field of Interfaith Studies,” Association of American Colleges and 
Universities 99, no. 4 (2013), accessed November 5, 2014, 
https://www.aacu.org/liberaleducation/2013/fall/patel. 
8 United Nations Peacebuilding Fund, “What is Peacebuilding?” accessed November 5, 2014. 
http://www.unpbf.org/application-guidelines/what-is-peacebuilding/. 
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strong identities, homogeny can develop. Diversity may be found not only by looking at 
the variety of religious traditions and belief systems with their unique identities, but also 
within each of these. The need to belong to groups and communities is inherent in 
humanity. Diversity is only possible through the organizing process of identity, and 
identity expresses the unique qualities of a single group. 
Identity is a powerful organizing presence in social life today …Whether 
measured by the amount of energy individuals expend claiming, cultivating, 
expressing, or bemoaning the lack of it or by the amount of attention devoted to it 
by institutions that profess to address or are said to reflect popular interests and 
issues, it is clear that being, in the sense of belonging – to ethnic, national, 
religious, …or any of a range of otherwise affectively charged, socially 
recognizable corporate groups – is among the most compelling of contemporary 
concerns.9 
 
The amount of energy an individual places in creating his/her unique identity can also 
determine the extent to which one is determined as different from others. This cultivation 
of individual identity is one of the main contributing factors to the amount of diversity we 
find in our world. Diversity is a building block of life. Without diversity, small exclusive 
groups of individuals would biologically go extinct except for the introduction of a 
diversified gene pool. The question then becomes, “How does one maintain identity 
while recognizing and even celebrating diversity?” 
 
Pluralism and Relativism 
The idea of pluralism determines the importance of recognizing differences and a 
robust engagement with them.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Lauren Leve, “Identity.” Current Anthropology 52, no. 4 (2011): 513-535, accessed November 5, 
2014, Literary Reference Center, EBSCOhost. 
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First, pluralism is not diversity alone, but the energetic engagement with diversity, 
[it] is not just tolerance, but the active seeking of understanding across lines of 
difference, [it] is not relativism, but the encounter of commitments …holding our 
deepest differences, even our religious differences, not in isolation, but in 
relationship to one another.10 
 
Pluralism, then, involves thoughtfully engaging the plurality of ideas about life, death, 
mystery, and spirituality, not in order to adopt them but instead to hold them in tension 
with one’s own beliefs. This embracing can help an individual develop a deeper 
understanding and commitment to one’s own ideas, as well as lead to relationships with a 
diversity of individuals. Pluralism is a practice of maintaining identity while relativism 
submits to the loss of identity. 
Relativism…is the loss of capacity to affirm any standards. … The essential 
difference between pluralism and relativism is that pluralism is based on the 
principle that there still is an absolute truth…Pluralism is an absolutism that has 
come to recognize its limitations. …Pluralism means more than accepting or even 
affirming the other. It entails recognizing the blessings in the other’s 
existence…11 
 
Pluralism requires a deep belief in the dignity of every human being. It requires the 
difficult practice of recognizing the inherent worth of all humans above and beyond 
definitions of divinity. Ultimately, it enables an individual to prioritize love of human 
brothers and sisters over disagreements. And at its best, it can break cycles of hatred and 
war based on definitions of absolutisms. For societies, it  
is the even-handed fostering of religious traditions (based on voluntary affiliation 
and support), on the grounds that, like education and the arts, religious 
communities promote human flourishing. … but neither can they afford, for their 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 The Pluralism Project: Harvard University, accessed November 4, 2014. 
http://www.pluralism.org/pluralism/what_is_pluralism.  
11 Raphael Jospe, “Pluralism out of the Sources of Judaism.” Studies in Christian-Jewish Relations 
2, no. 2 (2007): 92-113. 
10 
	  
own sake and that of their members, to ignore dangerous and destructive claims 
upon the human spirit.”12 
 
The competition for the correct definition of God is fierce since it also determines 
how believers structure not only their personal lives but society at large. This is evident in 
the spheres of politics, finance and education. In other words, one’s worldview often 
determines who he/she elects into government, how he/she spends money, and his/her 
views on education. Complete uniformity can be dangerous when it removes the 
necessary checks and balances found between governments and people that help create a 
healthy society. This is also an important dynamic in religious movements. “Social 
harmony does not require unanimity or consensus, nor does diversity entail 
incommensurability, let alone inevitable tragedy. Sharp divisions between faith and 
practice are often artificial and unnecessary for a wholesome pluralism.”13 Diversity of 
opinions and ideas within a religious group help maintain a balance of power. Pluralism, 
not relativism, becomes the means whereby diverse societies, made so by identified 
communities, can live in peace and harmony with one another. 
Pluralism allows one to maintain integrity in beliefs while also recognizing the 
beauty and health of a harmonious society. In order to protect the integrity of the 
community, certain rules and responsibilities apply, but these must be flexible in their 
ability to help flourish the individuals. Unique religious communities, large and small, 
help create life’s web of diversity. It is imperative that humans have a freedom to choose 
and create their own religious and spiritual identities. The alternative can become a 
theocratic forced oppression that often relies on fear or dynamic peer pressure as its 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 Lenn Evan Goodman, “Religious Pluralism.” Political Theology 13, no. 4 (2012): 458-485, 
accessed November 11, 2014. Religion and Philosophy Collection, EBSCOhost. 
13 Ibid. 
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source. “Unity without diversity is, at best, boring, and at worst, totalitarian. Diversity 
without unity constantly threatens to degenerate, at best, into tensions and failures at 
cooperation and, at worst, into genocide.”14 
How then can one maintain identity and celebrate diversity, thereby practicing 
pluralism? Mustafa Akyol, speaking at an inter-cultural dialogue dinner, explained that 
religions can compete for good on the Earth.15 In other words, there are always going to 
be disagreements regarding specific attributes of God or details within dogma, but one 
way in which competition could take a more positive shape is through service. When 
religious organizations decide to work together to serve communities, then the work 
becomes productive. Instead of a destructive implosion of disagreement, fear, and hate, 
the spiritual community applies its energy to serving the society as a whole. As discussed 
in the previous section of this essay, this doesn’t mean that the religious organization 
must change its values, opinions or doctrines, but it realizes the higher dogma of 
service.16  
Perhaps the first step towards collaboration is the realization of the connection 
between every living organism on planet Earth. The science of quantum entanglement 
demonstrates that particles such as protons, electrons, and even molecules that physically 
interact will remain connected even if separated by large distances. We are nature. The 
soil literally becomes our skin through what we eat. Water becomes our blood. Humans 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Stephen V. Monsma, 2005. “Honoring Religion as a Source of Diversity and Unity,” Journal of 
Education 186, no. 241-50 (2005). 
15 Mustafa Akyol, “Islam Without Extremes,” (speech, Embassy Suites Hotel, Tempe, AZ, 
November 3, 2012). 
16 Stanley J. Grenz and Roger E. Olson, Who Needs Theology: An Invitation to the Study of God 
(Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 1996), 708. 
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inhale the breath of trees through the oxygen that trees exhale. One passage from the 
Bible explains it this way: 
But ask the animals, and they will teach you; the birds of the air, and they will tell 
you; ask the plants of the earth, and they will teach you; and the fish of the sea 
will declare to you, Who among all these does not know that the hand of the Lord 
has done this? In his hand is the life of every living thing and the breath of every 
human being.17  
 
The interconnectedness and cooperation of the whole planet is one example of a 
divine principle that can work for the benefit of humankind and specifically between 
believers of diverse religious traditions. Even within species there are distinctive qualities 
and personality differences. This follows in religious traditions as well; two individual 
believers of the same tradition will practice and believe differently on certain doctrines 
and teachings. There can be a healthy diversity within unity. 
There are those who would argue that pluralism is a slippery slope into relativism; 
however, the two are mutually exclusive. Relativism is the affirmation of no absolutes 
while pluralism recognizes absolutes. Exclusivism is one way in which groups can 
maintain ownership of truth or belief and, in fact, one argument against pluralism is 
found in this idea. An exclusive claim must be either true or false and if there are multiple 
groups claiming exclusivity to the truth, then how can both be correct in their beliefs? In 
his writing “Pluralism: A Defense of Religious Exclusivism,” Alvin Platinga makes two 
belief statements: 
1. The world was created by God, an almighty, all-knowing and perfectly good 
personal being (one that holds beliefs, has aims, plans and intentions, and can act 
to accomplish these aims) and  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 Job 12:7-10. 
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2. Human beings require salvation, and God has provided a unique way of salvation 
through the incarnation, life, sacrificial death and resurrection of his divine son.  
 
With these in mind he explains, 
It is conceivable that exclusivism might in some way contribute to oppression, but 
it isn't in itself oppressive. A fresh or heightened awareness of the facts of 
religious pluralism could bring about a reappraisal of one's religious life, a 
reawakening, a new or renewed and deepened grasp and apprehension of (1) and 
(2). From Calvin's perspective, it could serve as an occasion for a renewed and 
more powerful working of the belief-producing processes by which we come to 
apprehend (1) and (2). In that way knowledge of the facts of pluralism could 
initially serve as a defeater, but in the long run have precisely the opposite 
effect.18 
 
How does exclusivism promote pluralism? In order for pluralism to exist there 
must be groups who claim exclusivity to truths and absolutes on definitions. For believers 
of a group to know their truths, the fundamentals as well as the nebulous areas, they must 
measure them, and this is found by comparison with and against other beliefs and 
perspectives on truth. The forming of group identity begins with the formation of 
individual identity. 
 
Identity and Unity 
Human identity forms from the characteristics we embrace, the experiences we 
encounter, the choices we make, and those with whom we associate. The creation of 
one’s identity continues throughout a lifetime. With every action, reaction, word, and 
movement, we determine elemental formations of our identity. When we become aware 
of others, we begin the process of socialization and group formation. We find groups of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 Alvin Plantinga, “Pluralism: A Defense of Religious Exclusivism, accessed November 4, 2014. 
http://carnivalsage.com/articles/apologist/plantinga-alvin-pluralism-defense-of-religious-exclusivism.html. 
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people with whom we share beliefs, ideas, and experiences. The identity of a group, 
whether it is a village, an ethnic group, a gender group, a religious group, or another kind 
of group, can become a living and powerful force which unifies its members. By 
identifying with a group, an individual also determines his/her own personal identity. 
However, even within this unity, there will be diversity. Nature dictates that diversity is 
necessary for life. If a gene pool gets too small, the group will eventually go extinct. This 
same principle translates to religious groups as well. As social beings, humans have a 
tendency to form in groups. Religious communities, in particular, can become a haven 
where shared values are celebrated. Friendships develop and become a source of strength 
and joy. Rituals celebrating birth, life, marriage, and death bond the community as a 
whole. In order to protect the integrity of the community, certain rules and 
responsibilities apply. These unique religious communities, large and small, help create 
life’s web of diversity of thought. Without the harmony of identity, we would not have 
the vast diversity of religions and spiritual movements. It is imperative that humans have 
autonomy in choosing and creating their own religious and spiritual identities. However, 
group formation around shared beliefs and identities help establish communal 
productivity and service to each other and those outside of the group. There is a fluid 
relationship between individual and group formation and each ultimately influences the 
other through degrees of expression. 
A variety of spiritual expressions sometimes require tolerance of the intolerant. 
The concept of “dignity of difference” becomes an important aspect of peacebuilding as 
human dignity takes precedence over individual beliefs. This idea becomes necessary in 
order to preserve the integrity of the value of freedom of religion. The Ecumenical 
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Patriarch Bartholomew I, in his 2009 opening address to the Plenary of World Council of 
Churches, stated:  
If unity – as our own ongoing and persistent goal – is indeed a gift of God, then it 
demands a profound sense of humility and not any prideful insistence. This means 
that we are called to learn from others as well as to learn from time-tested 
formulations. It also implies that imposing our ways on others – whether 
“conservative” or “liberal” – is arrogant and hypocritical. Instead, genuine 
humility demands from all of us a sense of openness to the past and the future…19 
 
By forming individual identity and finding others of similar beliefs, unique 
communities become part of the web of diverse understandings about the physical and 
spiritual aspects of our universe. As global interactions with people from a variety of 
religious traditions become more intimate, pluralism becomes a necessary practice in 
order to engage in peacebuilding. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 His All Holiness the Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, “Unity as Calling, Conversion and 
Mission,” (opening address, Plenary of the World Council of Churches, Crete, Greece, October 7, 2009). 
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SECTION II      
RESEARCHERS AND ARTISTS 
“Some people look for a beautiful place, others make a place beautiful.” 
 
Hazrat Inayat Khan 
 
“Music expresses that which cannot be said and on which it is impossible to be silent.” 
 
Victor Hugo 
 
The arts bring vital powerful tools to peacebuilding efforts. By using arts in 
peacebuilding, individuals can transcend the limits of language and dialogue. The goal of 
using arts in interfaith peacebuilding is to bring forth understanding between diverse 
cultures as well as open up spaces for sharing sacred beliefs and stories. When words are 
not enough to communicate a spiritual concept or enhance religious dialogue, music and 
art can build a bridge of understanding. Music becomes the universal language that brings 
together musicians who cannot speak to one another but can play their instruments 
together. Words that are not translatable become clear when demonstrated through the 
actions and emotions of theater. Interfaith arts range from people of different faiths 
coming together to paint, create murals, participate in theatre, and play music together, to 
name a few. The projects may be in reaction to events that caused deep resentment 
between individuals of different faiths, such as the “Doorways to Peace” mural project 
which brought people of Jewish, Christian, and Muslim traditions together after the 9/11 
incident in New York. They may also include long-term projects, like those of Jordi 
Savall and Yuval Ron, where individuals of different cultures join one another to play 
traditional music and instruments in order to create new music. Interfaith arts also 
encompass individuals who work solo and create art or music that focuses on 
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peacebuilding concepts within their own traditions. Two examples of this type of work 
are DJ Mercan Dede, who blends the ancient poetic messages of Sufism with electronic 
music, and the multi-media artist Zach Saucedo who writes “love” on his spray painted 
piece called “Gangster Jesus,” which he freely gives to anyone. Interfaith arts not only 
introduce creative materials but also involve action, and by doing this, they make 
transformative strides in peacebuilding. By using arts in peacebuilding efforts, 
individuals are capable of creating spaces outside of themselves which transcend cultural 
and religious differences, and wherein the focus of shared humanity takes precedence. 
Artistic spaces of beauty and inspiring melodies help peace and harmony between 
individuals thrive. 
 
Literature Review 
Peacebuilding has been a topic of discussion within the academic community 
since the mid-twentieth century. This has resulted in the founding of several peace 
research institutes, including the International Peace Research Institute, Oslo in Norway, 
the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute and the Department of Peace and 
Conflict Research in Sweden.  
In recent years, the addition of creative practice has complemented strict dialogue 
within peacebuilding strategies. In a 2012 article by Ngunjiri and Lengel, the authors give 
numerous examples of the variety of practitioners, specifically women, who are 
participating in peacebuilding. Significant to this essay are their mention of creative 
peacebuilding efforts such as music in Playing For Change, dance in Dance Towards 
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Peace, theatre in Children’s Peace Theatre, and film through the Global Peace Film 
Festival.1 
Shank and Schirch, in their article on arts-based peacebuilding, explain that arts 
work within peacebuilding efforts by creating spaces “…where people in conflict can 
express themselves, heal themselves, and reconcile themselves through the arts.” Arts and 
peacebuilding research includes the challenge of marginalization of “soft” arts within the 
“hard” issues of political conflict and violence resolution. Also, the concept of “art for 
art’s sake” can arise if an artist tries to make a political statement instead of using it for 
“self-expression.” However, the authors express that the peacebuilding field finds an ally 
in the arts as these serve to transform the human spirit in ways that dialogue alone cannot. 
This article describes four approaches to peacebuilding: waging conflict nonviolently, 
reducing direct violence, transforming relationships, and building capacity. It also gives 
descriptions of a variety of art forms from Invisible Theatre to Hip-Hop to Installation 
Art, and also creates diagrams that depict the arts within peacebuilding stages. According 
to Shank and Schirch, the research is limited in the area of arts and peacebuilding. They 
state, “There is very little solid theory, research, or evaluation of arts-based 
peacebuilding.”2 
Kathryn M. Lance echoes this sentiment, explaining that within the peacebuilding 
field there is a “…scarcity of substantial theory and research on arts-based practices, 
especially music and dance-based initiatives.” With the limited research in this area, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Faith Wambura Ngunjiri and Lara Lengel, “Guest Editor’s Introduction to the Special Issue on 
Intersections between Performance Studies, Media, Gender, Leadership, and Peace Studies,” Global Media 
Journal, Purdue University 8, no. 15 (Fall 2009), accessed February 22, 2013. 
http://lass.purduecal.edu/cca/gmj/fa09/gmj-fa09-guest-editors-note.htm. 
2 Michael Shank, Michael and Lisa Schirch, ”Strategic Arts-Based Peacebuilding,” PEACE & 
CHANGE, Peace History Society and Peace and Justice Studies Association 33, no. 2 (April 2008).  
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study is even more limited within the area of arts and interfaith peacebuilding. For this 
reason, this writing explores the current research and also shares new information 
specifically in the area of interfaith peacebuilding studies.3 
University professor Dr. Ruth Illman creates a framework for an analysis of 
interfaith arts and their role in peacebuilding. Her article “…analyzes creative forms of 
dialogue as an alternative to traditional rationally defined dialogue efforts.” She explains 
that conflicts draw strength from “perceptions of difference and uncertainty,” and the 
effects of this can range from “docile discrimination to disastrous dehumanization.” 
Dialogue may be used as a way to find shared truths, especially in the exclusivist claims 
of the Abrahamic religions, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. However, the arts introduce 
an experiential component to the discussion. This opens the door for what Illman 
describes as the “…spiritual approach…[which] can be experienced as a supplement to 
theoretical rules and regulations. … In this way, imagination can play an enriching role 
beside formal instructions, and the whole person – not just the head, but also heart, hands, 
voice, ears – can be engaged in building an interpersonal communication.”4 Because art 
and music move beyond boundaries of the intellect, they engage an individual’s senses 
and can elevate the dialogue or take it in a new direction. With interfaith arts, the 
conversation can move from encountering a religion to embracing an individual. Illman 
states, “We do not encounter a religion; we encounter a person with a multifaceted 
identity, world-view, emotions and experiences. By acknowledging the thoroughly 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 Kathryn Lance, “Breakin’ Beats & Building Peace: Exploring the Effects of Music & Dance in 
Peacebuilding,” UMI Dissertation Publishing, American University, Washington, D.C., 2012. 
 	   4	  Ruth Illman, “Plurality and Peace: Inter-Religious Dialogue in a Creative Perspective,” 
International Journal of Public Theology 4 (2010): 175-193.	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tangible and human aspects of the encounter, a more compassionate interpersonal ethics 
can be built, concerned with the meeting of living beings rather than theoretical 
abstractions.”5 
Another important component for interfaith interaction is to find what Jonathan 
Sacks calls, “the dignity of difference.” In order to maintain identity while practicing 
interfaith arts, one chooses, “…which differences to put emphasis on and to form into 
insurmountable obstacles.” Within the Abrahamic traditions, which tend to be identified 
as closer to one another due to their historical lineage, competition can develop. 
However, the goal of interfaith music, in particular, is often to let each participant share 
his/her unique voice or instrument, not to collide and cross over. The individual 
expressions are what create a beautiful masterpiece, not a morphing of one into the other. 
Differences are not the obstacles to interfaith peacebuilding, but exclusivist truth claims 
can be. These types of intellectual either-or claims can halt the progress of interfaith 
dialogue. However, interfaith music can leave the competition behind and take the 
participants to a place outside of themselves as they enter into a spiritual and emotional 
space through their music.  
Interfaith peacebuilding involves removing one’s armor and trusting that the other 
person/s will as well. It requires individuals to use their imagination in ways that will 
build bridges that unite (without assimilating) with persons from other cultural or 
religious affiliations. One must become vulnerable and choose care instead of 
destruction. In this way, interfaith arts involve action. It requires a choice of peace made 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Ibid. 
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possible by the acknowledgement of the personhood of another, and this choice can result 
in powerful creative interaction.  
In an article by Jon Pareles, Faouzi Skali, the founder of the Fes Festival of World 
Sacred Music in Morocco, explains his theory on music and peacebuilding. He states,  
With film, there is the problem of language. But with music, there is a direct 
connection that can be larger and deeper. It’s not a question of what you think and 
don’t think. It is a direct experience of the Other. … It is impossible to live 
spiritually now the way people lived many years ago, when you grew up in a 
tradition and it was your universe. Now, with media and travel, we don't have 
that. We have to discover a new culture of living spirituality: to be yourself but to 
be aware of what's around you and to recognize the worth of the other person.6 
 
Maria F. Curtis, in her dissertation, explores how local religious musical aesthetic 
produced by the festival impacts interfaith efforts beyond Morocco’s border. She finds 
that there is an effort made by the organizers of the festival to bring people of different 
sacred traditions together where music can create a vehicle for transcendence of 
differences. Religion is an important theme in this festival and the music creates a unique 
social structure wherein individuals connect. She explains,  
I do not aim to demonstrate the ways in which sound is faith, but rather am more 
interested in the idea that so many different kinds of people share the same belief 
about the promise of sound as transcendence and in the desire to be in the shared 
space that sound opens up. The message of the festival has evolved into a status 
that people seeking to engage in social justice and peacebuilding embrace. Two 
important concepts that permeate the festival are the “new culture of living 
spiritually” and “The Fes Message.” These appeal to a community of individuals 
who are like-minded in their interest in justice and seeing the city of Fes as a 
“space of hope.”7  
 
The author also notes that many international festivals today which celebrate 
global diversity also seem to have religion as an important theme. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6	  Jon Pareles, “ARTS ABROAD: Many Tongues Extol God in a Single Voice.” The New York 
Times, June 4, 1998. 
 7 Maria F. Curtis, “Sound Faith: Nostalgia, Global Spirituality, and the Making of the Fes Festival 
of World Sacred Music,” UMI Dissertation Publishing, American University, Washington, D.C., 2012. 
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Introducing the Peacebuilding Artists 
In the following analysis, I will describe the work of three artists and discuss how 
their work serves to create a space outside of themselves that transcends religious 
differences and wherein individuals can engage in understanding and peacebuilding 
efforts. First, I will discuss Jordi Savall, a musician who has played at the Fes Festival 
and who brings people of different faiths together to play music. Second, I will look at a 
specific piece of art by Zach Saucedo called “Gangster Jesus,” and share his personal 
thoughts from our interview. Finally, I will look at the music of Yuval Ron, award-
winning Israeli musician and peace activist. 
 
Jordi Savall 
In the musical collection, La Ruta de Oriente (The Route to the Orient), Jordi 
Savall brings together a variety of musicians to play music from Africa, China, India, and 
Japan in order to reenact songs that were created during the historical period when St. 
Francis Xavier, who was devoted to Jesus, traveled to the far east as a Vatican-appointed 
missionary. Savall’s desire is to demonstrate that music is what brings cultures together. 
He explains that this project is meant to show that people from these cultures 
communicated and coexisted through music. Music was their first language and used as a 
way to connect with other cultures. He thinks we have created the darkest and most 
difficult times in our human history by focusing on war and politics instead of music and 
culture, and believes that now is the time to change our ways and become closer to other 
cultures. For Jordi Savall, music is a way to accomplish this. He states, “As a musician, 
the first thing you have to learn is dialogue. You cannot make music together with 
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someone whom you do not feel sympathy and friendship for. You must tune your 
instruments together and play in the same tempo – but still you play different instruments 
and in your own personal way.”8  
Savall thinks that the uniqueness of each individual derived from his/her 
experiences and culture serves to enhance the dialogue of music. He explains, “We are all 
different, but through music we can communicate without losing our individuality.”9 By 
maintaining one’s identity you serve the group or, in this case, the ensemble of 
musicians. Illman explains this type of encounter by stating, “Under such circumstances, 
dialogue can grow into a fruitful interplay between similarities and differences, where the 
other is allowed to remain in her otherness while also welcomed to share mine. Martin 
Buber describes this arena where similarity and difference meet as the realm of the 
interpersonal.”10 According to Savall, this interpersonal arena is one where musicians can 
bring their own music and ways of thinking about their music to a space where they will 
be respected and cherished. 
 
Zach Saucedo 
Zach Saucedo, a Dallas- and Phoenix-based conceptual artist, creates works of 
mixed media. He is a self-taught artist and explains that art just “came up on him” and 
was a longing. He credits his mom, who made his surroundings beautiful, no matter what 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
  8 Jordi Savall, 7th Misteria Paschalia Festival, March 31, 2010, St. Catherine's Church in Kraków, 
La Ruta de Oriente. Interview uploaded on Jun 24, 2010. http://www.youtube.com/watach?v-
mAau96RTn10. 
 9 Ibid. 
 10 Ruth Illman, “Plurality and Peace: Inter-Religious Dialogue in a Creative Perspective,” 
International Journal of Public Theology 4 (2010): 175-193. 
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they had, with being a strong influence on his artistic endeavors. He explains that he has a 
lot of patience with art, and especially enjoys painting. It makes him feel “one with God 
because he is creating something,” and he believes by nature we are creative. For Zach, 
painting gives an immediate reward because with each stroke you get better and better 
like a Chinese calligraphist who spends years perfecting the stroke. He finds pleasure in 
every stroke of the brush. He also sees God in everything and from this he draws 
inspiration. He explains, “Art is my ministry, my message. No matter what you believe 
in, art helps people remember to be kind to each other.”11 
His piece “Gangster Jesus” is a pixilated portrait of Jesus. He took a picture of the 
image of Jesus that hung in his grandmother’s house. He explained that he and his 
cousins were always afraid to go down the hall where this picture hung because it looked 
a little scary. However, this image, which he also “reproduces” with spray paint and gives 
free, reminds him of his boyhood in the barrios of West Phoenix and the Jesus he came to 
know whose message was love. In fact, he writes love on each piece that he gives away. 
For Zach “Gangster Jesus,” who has AK-47 used bullets (because these are the bullets 
used today for killing) for his “crown of thorns,” depicts the true person that Jesus was. 
He believes that Jesus was a rebel, a man of the people, who led a revolution with the 
message of love. He explains that he blesses each piece and hopes that when it is hanging 
in someone’s home that is a reminder of this concept. Zach describes his tattoos on the 
inside of each forearm. One is a cross that says “God is love” and the other is a 
beautifully designed “S” for his last name and family. These are the two things that keep 
him balanced. These are his reminders of the good things in life, and he believes, “The 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 11 Transcript of interview with Zach Saucedo. 
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secret to life is being grateful.” His “Gangster Jesus” piece is not something that is meant 
to be controversial but something that “pokes at you a little bit.” He says that Jesus was 
gangster in the way that we know gangster today in popular culture. It is the side of Jesus 
that we don’t often see, or want to see, because it is harsh. He believes society has created 
a Jesus that is hypocritical in so many ways. “I think Jesus wasn’t like that. Jesus was 
more gangster because he was hanging out with what we would call thugs, hoes, 
prostitutes…”12 He explains that they killed Jesus not because he was breaking any kind 
of law but because he went against what the church leaders believed. In the temples he 
preached the message of inclusion, love, and forgiveness. He broke down a lot of 
boundaries. He taught that their way was selfish and that they were going to have to learn 
some new things. He also had protection, armed guys around him. One cut off a soldier’s 
ear. Today, he says, this would be like a guy that traveled around teaching, who was 
attacked and one of his armed guys shoots the attacker. You need someone who has your 
back and that’s what these men did for Jesus. According to Zach, “He had street cred.” 
He enjoyed a different element of people. The subculture was his culture. “So Jesus 
was…gangster.”13  
Zach’s goal with his art is to create “reminder pieces” that make an impact every 
time someone walks into the room where it is hanging. In this way, his art, whether it is 
“Gangster Jesus” or his signature tree pictures, continues to create spaces wherein 
individuals experience new thoughts or “reminder thoughts.” I asked Zach if he 
intentionally would like to bring people of different faiths to new understandings of Jesus 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 12 Ibid. 
 13 Ibid. 
26 
	  
or if it is something that just seems to happen through his art. He explained that he is 
somewhat “low key” and that he creates art and trusts that it will do what it is supposed to 
do. He says he likes the quote by Tupac Shakur, “I might not change the world but I 
might spark the mind that will change the world.” Zach embraces this philosophy and 
states, “I might not be the next Martin King of art or the Bob Marley of art… but…if one 
of those avenues provides that spark for that person that is amazing, that is the best thing 
ever.”14 
I asked Zach how his art builds peace between individuals. He explained that he 
believes his art can open lines of communication. Although he doesn’t view himself as 
one who finds it easy to approach people, he feels most comfortable when he has a 
gallery solo showing and he is in a room surrounded by his work. He says that in this 
atmosphere as he moves around the room sharing his art, he gets into a “zone” where the 
words he speaks are not even his anymore. Regarding his “Gangster Jesus,” piece he says 
that it helps create a “cool compassionate line of communication” where when he 
explains it they often express that they have never heard it described in that way.15 It 
allows him to express his experience of what Jesus is which can be in contrast to what 
society tells us Jesus is. He says we often join a church and enjoy the compassion and 
love we feel in that community. But he says churches can take on an “us against the 
world” mentality while forgetting that one is there to learn skills and take them into the 
world. The message he wants to share through his art is “love.” 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 14 Ibid. 
 15 Ibid. 
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When I was looking at Zach’s art in the gallery, I overheard a few people 
discussing his piece “Gangster Jesus.” They stood back and gazed at it while whispering 
comments. His art tends to make one feel and think at the same time. Zach Saucedo’s art 
creates spaces where new perspectives form, memories resurface and fresh ones are 
made, insight is sparked, and lines of communication open. Through this type of intention 
and skill, art can deeply influence understanding and compassion between people of 
different faiths and cultures. In some ways, Zach is a “Gangster Jesus” as he brings this 
powerful message of love to life through his art. 
 
Yuval Ron 
Yuval Ron, a graduate of Berklee College of Music, is a world-renowned 
musician who has scored films and television shows and taught in higher education as 
well as numerous master-classes and workshops. He has many recordings and has toured 
internationally to make appearances at festivals in Israel, Morocco, Turkey, as well as 
other locations at universities and special engagements, including a performance for the 
Dalai Lama. Notable is his composition and film score for the Oscar-winning film West 
Bank Story. He has also gathered a multi-cultural group of musicians, called the Yuval 
Ron Ensemble. This group, who have been featured on CNN and National Geographic, 
works to build bridges between Jews, Christians, and Muslims through music. He 
describes the experience of the Yuval Ron Ensemble as one of “sacred ecstasy, deep 
spirituality, mesmerizing beauty, spontaneous joy, food for the soul and thoughts.”16 He 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 16 “An Interview with Yuval Ron,” Interfaith Connections Blog, November 15, 2010, accessed 
April 28, 2013, http://indyinterfaith.wordpress.com/2010/11/15/an-interview-with-yuval-ron/. 
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explains that the peacemaking effects that their music has on people is one of healing and 
inspiration. In one story he tells of a Syrian-American woman that came up to him after a 
concert and explained how the concert had transformed her. Seven months earlier she had 
been working in the Palestinian West Bank helping families survive. She had become 
filled with hate but described that his concert had helped her take the first step out of 
depression and hate towards peace activism. Another story he relates is of two young 
men who had been working in Israel with the organization Peace Now. They had become 
very discouraged with the Middle East peace process and had quit all involvement and 
fundraising with the group. However, during the concert they felt a guilt that spurred 
them to renew their purpose and return to the Middle East to continue working toward 
peace. The space that this music creates moves beyond dialogue and deeper into the will 
and hearts of individuals to heal, inspire and motivate. 
In order to create this kind of space, Mr. Ron determines to create harmony on 
stage by demonstrating that the Abrahamic religions use the same building blocks to 
create music. He believes that this is a respectful way to honor the similarities of these 
traditions. By using music, one is able to hear culture instead of discussing culture. In his 
blog, Mr. Ron discusses the hidden world of the notes between the notes. He explains that 
within the last 400 years the microtones have virtually disappeared from Western music. 
And he asks the question, “What kind of music did Jesus listen to?” He references 
another musician and film composer, Stephen Taylor.17 In Taylor’s latest film “Surfing 
the Sonic Sky,” he explores the microtonal work of Ervin Wilson, a “musical 
cosmologist” who has created and discovered brand new pitch fields of music. Music in 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 Stephen James Taylor, “The Sonic Sky: An Introduction,” The Sonic Sky Blog, accessed April 
24, 2013, http://www.thesonicsky.com/video/sonic-sky-introduction/. 
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the West typically uses twelve equally spaced tones. Traditional Indian music uses 22 
unequally spaced tones. Quartertones are often used in traditional Arabic music. A belief 
system can become like a tonal scale. When one only hears certain repeated tones these 
tones become the perceived reality. Other tones by default sound different and foreign.  
By forgetting about other tones, due to the filtering process of choice or choices 
made for us, we can deny the existence of other tones. By using musical tones from a 
variety of cultures, listeners engage in the “notes between the notes,” which becomes a 
transformational process. In this way, tones of music become like forgotten pieces of 
understanding between cultures. When a group of culturally diverse musicians come 
together with their own styles and instruments to create a space, a door opens for listeners 
to walk through and become aware and inspired. In this way, the music creates a social 
structure wherein participants can learn and engage in not only a shared experience but 
also a newly created community. Mr. Ron seems to not only create bridges with his 
music but also spaces wherein individuals can meet and commune with one another. 
 
Analysis 
Based on my research and readings, I have found that peacebuilding requires 
passion and skill for this intricate and important type of work. Interfaith peacebuilding is 
especially unique in its approach. It requires a deep humanity approach to situations 
where reaction and impulse can dominate. The idea of laying down one’s armor in order 
to commune with another becomes highly important. Concepts, such as trust and seeing a 
stranger as a friend, must come into play. By using arts, barriers of misunderstanding and 
even hatred can be transcended. Healing and inspiration can also occur and, through this, 
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participants can begin or return to peacebuilding endeavors. Transformation of an 
individual’s mind, emotions, and relationships can take place resulting in a changed 
perspective. Arts and, in particular for this essay, music and painting/mixed media art, 
create spaces for individuals who are strangers to engage in discussion and experience 
something new together. This dialogue of souls provides individuals with a space to 
communicate on levels higher than differences and fear.  
In the examples of Jordi Savall and Yuval Ron, people of different faiths and 
cultures literally join to create music together. By moving beyond speech, they are able to 
create a sacred space wherein participants enter and experience each other’s cultures in 
mystical and deeply moving ways. In the case of Zach Saucedo’s piece, “Gangster 
Jesus,” a message of love becomes the voice. This overarching theme he expresses 
through his work demands that observers entertain this concept as well as its relationship 
to a highly famous and controversial figure, Jesus Christ. It also serves to ignite a 
philosophical examination, either within one’s own mind, or with others, about what love 
means.  
In my research, I found that this type of work can be intentional or somewhat 
unintentional by the artist. In the case of Jordi Savall and Yuval Ron, it is a skilled and 
choreographed method of bringing people together. However, when the music begins, 
what happens after, within the experience of the participants, is more of a mystical type 
of healing and inspiration. Zach Saucedo’s work, on the other hand, seems to be an 
approach of creating from his own experiences and letting the work do what it will. In 
other words, at first glance it does not seem like he is purposefully creating art in order to 
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engage in outright peacebuilding work; however, it becomes apparent after talking with 
him that he has intended messages of love and inclusion behind his pieces.  
Although there is the idea of “art for art’s sake,” which raises the question of what 
“true” art is, it is readily apparent that artists throughout the ages, including Pablo 
Picasso, Diego Rivera, and Edmonia Lewis, to name a few, have used their art to 
communicate anti-war, anti-slavery, religious, and political themes.  
Research in the field of arts and interfaith peacebuilding is virtually untapped and 
needs extensive study. I was amazed at the ideas surrounding music and “tonality” and 
the implications of these. The concept that tones of music are like belief systems and can 
act as filters influencing our perspectives is interesting. The reality that music, which is 
often deeply interwoven with religion and spirituality, can literally invite one into a 
culture is amazingly powerful, and has great implications for peacebuilding work and 
study. 
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Gangster Jesus (close) 
29" x 55" 
Acrylic, Spray Paint, and Bullet Shells on Wood 
2010 
 
By Zach Saucedo 	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SECTION III   
PORTRAITURE AS A QUALITATIVE RESEARCH METHOD  
FOR FIELD RESEARCH IN ISRAEL  
For as far back as I can recall, I have been drawn to the liberating and transcendent 
power of art—the music that makes my heart sing, the poetry that soothes my soul, the 
dance that releases my rage, the novel that takes me to distant lands and brings me home, 
and the painting that offers me a new angle of vision.  And for most of my adult life, I 
have had a deep respect for the rigor and discipline of science.  I have admired the rules 
of design and the rituals of methodology, and have been engaged by the process of 
intellectual debate informed by evidence and argumentation.  I have been challenged by, 
and devoted to, the search for authenticity and authority, for resonance and truth. 
“Portraiture” has become the bridge that has brought these two worlds together for me, 
allowing for both contrast and coexistence, counterpoint and harmony in my scholarship 
and writing, and allowing me to see clearly the art in the development of science and the 
science in the making of art. 
 
Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot1 	  
	   In this section, I share some detailed information on the qualitative research 
method Portraiture. I use this method of research as a framework for unpacking and 
analyzing my field research in Israel. Specifically, I engage the dynamics of context and 
meaning, as well as subject and message. In other words, I express the details of the 
context in which I studied, and explore the meaning of art and actions found there. I also 
compare and contrast the variety of subjects, both Jewish and Arab, and share the 
messages they communicate through their music, art, and artistic activism. By analyzing 
these concepts, I can begin searching for what inspires and what works, these being 
important for the researcher using the Portraiture method. I begin with definitions of 
Portraiture.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  1	  saralawrencelightfoot.com	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What is Portraiture? 
Portraiture is a qualitative research methodology that seeks to bridge science and 
art by looking at the science in art and the art in science. It allows the researcher to 
engage in deep ethnography while unveiling the stories and aesthetics of the context. It is 
“a method of qualitative research that blurs the boundaries of aesthetics and empiricism 
in an effort to capture the complexity, dynamics, and subtlety of human experience and 
organizational life.”2 Portraiture incorporates the scientific methods of phenomenology, 
ethnography, life history, and biography, but also allows an artistic approach, as “…the 
portraits are shaped through dialogue between the portraitist and the subject, each one 
participating in the drawing of the image.”3 This form of qualitative research was 
introduced to me by my dissertation advisor and the more I studied it, the more it seemed 
a perfect fit in which to unpack my research. During my stay in Israel, I was able to be a 
newcomer and objective observer, but also engaged in the music and dancing that 
occurred. In other words, portraiture allowed for the intimate engagement between 
research participants and myself. Portraiture also refers to the participants being studied 
as actors, recognizing that the researcher and the participants are co-creators in the 
context. I have chosen to situate my fieldwork within the framework of portraiture. 
Two aspects of portraiture that are important to me, especially regarding my 
dissertation topic of music and interfaith peacebuilding, are inspiration and goodness. 
Portraiture encourages “…research that informs as well as inspires the audience” and the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot and Jessica Hoffmann Davis, The Art and Science of Portraiture (CA: 
Jossey-Bass. 1997), xv. 
3 Ibid., 3. 
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concept of searching “for goodness, or that which works.”4 Instead of going to the land of 
Israel looking for what was wrong in relationships between Jews and Arabs, I 
intentionally searched for artistic projects that were working toward peace and inspiring 
others. I engaged myself in peacebuilding efforts that seemed to be working at the 
grassroots level between Jewish and Arab individuals. By noting what is working, my 
research also has the possibility of inspiring others doing similar work. This does not 
mean that there are not challenges and difficulties experienced by the subjects and 
researcher, especially when it comes to peacebuilding; however, “The portraitist works 
from the vantage point at which goodness can be apprehended – even as it is marked by 
mistakes and failure.”5 While not ignoring the mistakes, the goal is to look for what is 
working. 
In portraiture, the researcher shares her personal link to the material studied. My 
interest in the arts and peacebuilding stems from a love for music and the arts as well as a 
deep desire to see people, animals, and our environment thrive. I believe that when 
people live peacefully together and in harmony with the Earth and animals they can live 
their potential and create a beautiful existence for themselves and their children. As an 
instructor of World Religions, I’ve taught college students for the past eight years about 
the world’s main religions, including the three Abrahamic traditions. My students, from a 
variety of cultures, include Jews, Christians, and Muslims. Students have often asked me, 
“Do you think there will ever be peace in the Middle East?” My answer is always, “Yes.” 
I believe that people can live in peace with one another, and one of my goals through this 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Faith Wambura Ngunjiri, “Painting a Counter-Narrative of African Womanhood: Reflections on 
How My Research Transformed Me,” Journal of Research Practice 3, no. 1 (2007): 3. 
5 Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot and Jessica Hoffmann Davis, The Art and Science of Portraiture (CA: 
Jossey-Bass, 1997), 36. 
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research and writing is to fuel this idea. Many of my students have come to the United 
States from war-torn countries where they were persecuted due to their religious beliefs 
or because they were caught in ideological conflicts. There is beauty in every religious 
tradition and I focus on the beauty rather than the extremist actions found within each. 
When a religious tradition is demonized, whole cultures can be lost. Music and the arts 
are one powerful way in which beliefs, ideas, and stories transfer meaning and hope to 
new generations for a harmonious existence between all of Earth’s children. Another 
reason I chose this area of study was to add to the limited research on this topic and to 
give detailed examples of how individuals are using the arts in order to enact interfaith 
peacebuilding. 
Pink also explores the use of visual ethnography and discusses how pictures 
create narrative. One idea I found interesting in her work is the use of “image as a 
bridge.” She explains,  
Photographic interviews can allow ethnographers and informants to discuss 
images in ways that create a ‘bridge’ between their different experiences of 
reality. Photographs can become reference points through which informants and 
ethnographers represent aspects of their realities to each other.”6                                 
 
Photography is another example of using the arts to create bridges in order to transfer 
meaning. As I traveled through Israel I specifically photographed the images that spoke 
of interfaith peacebuilding to me. This allowed me to capture the physical 
representations, whether musicians, artists, locations, or symbols of the concept I am 
expressing in this writing. Another interesting point she discusses is how a narrative may 
be created depending on who is taking the pictures or filming. She explains that the 
intentions of ethnographers when photographing is important. Ethnographers need to 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Sarah Pink, Doing Visual Ethnography (London: Sage Publications, 2007), 1646, Kindle edition. 
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develop a consciousness of how they choose to portray the subjects of their study. 
Portraiture describes this as the researcher’s perch and perspective. Pink’s use of visual 
ethnography and its variety of aspects blends well with portraiture.  
Portraiture bridges art and science in its approach to data collection and analysis, 
which allows for both rigorous methods and aesthetic sensitivity, particularly useful for 
research and writing in the area of arts-based peacebuilding. This writing specifically 
focuses on the context of Israel. As a portraitist, I am a researcher who “investigates and 
presents the multiple contexts and interactions that surround participants.”7 I analyzed 
and situated my field research in the area of portraiture termed “Illumination – Framing 
the Terrain.” This framework includes the following five ways in which portraiture 
employs context: 1. Internal Context: The Physical Setting; 2. Personal Context: The 
Researcher’s Perch and Perspective; 3. Historical Context: Journey, Culture, and 
Ideology; 4. Aesthetic Features: Symbols and Metaphors; and 5. Shaping Context. For 
this writing, I will identify concepts within each of these and give examples from my 
field research in Israel, with details from the following research experiences: the 
Jerusalem International YMCA Youth Chorus, Neve Shalom/Wahat el Salaam/Oasis of 
Peace, visit with the Azazme Tribe in the Negev Desert, Hand in Hand School, visit with 
Palestinian artist Buthaina Milhim, and the Yuval Ron Ensemble concert. This essay also 
includes pictures from these locations. 
While the positivist researcher views the natural environment as an intrusion, the 
portraitist views context as essential. Lightfoot describes context as “setting – physical, 
geographic, temporal, historical, cultural, aesthetic – within which the action takes 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 Thandeka K. Chapman, “Interrogating Classroom Relationships and Events: Using Portraiture 
and Critical Race Theory in Education Research,” Educational Researcher 36, no. 3 (April 2007): 157. 
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place.”8 The context in which I engaged was over the period of May 26 through June 7, 
2013 in Israel. As a researcher in peacebuilding, this land, with its long history of strife 
between Jews, Christians, and Muslims, beckoned me. My research combined two of my 
favorite topics, religion and the arts. Specifically, I looked at the role music played in 
interfaith peacebuilding. During my research, I encountered the music of Israeli musician 
Yuval Ron. I also discovered that he would be leading a musical peacebuilding tour in 
Israel in a few weeks. I immediately went to work booking myself on this tour in order to 
explore firsthand how music is used as an interfaith peacebuilding tool between Jews and 
Arabs in the context of Israel.  
 
Jerusalem International YMCA and the YMCA Youth Chorus 
Israel is a unique blend of ancient and modern architecture. One of the first stops 
on our tour was the Jerusalem YMCA, founded in 1878. The architecture of the YMCA 
building welcomes every culture and religion and demonstrates this through its unique 
symbolism. In order to make this apparent, the architect, who also designed the Empire 
State Building, filled this building with symbolism from the three Abrahamic traditions, 
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Inscriptions on the outer façade are in Hebrew, 
Aramaic, and Arabic. The unity of these traditions echoes in the dozen stately cypress 
trees lining the entrance to the building, which signify the twelve tribes of Israel, the 
twelve disciples of Jesus, and the twelve followers of Mohammed. The Jerusalem YMCA 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot and Jessica Hoffmann Davis, The Art and Science of Portraiture (CA: 
Jossey-Bass, 1997), 41. 
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promotes efforts in peace, understanding, and dignity, and for this work was nominated 
for the Nobel Peace Prize in 1993.   
                 
Figures 7 and 8. Sharenda Roam, “Jerusalem International YMCA, Israel”. 
The Cyprus trees and the inscriptions of the three Abrahamic faiths inspired me as 
numbers and symbols imparted their meaning. My fellow travelers and I entered the 
beautiful building and found our seats in a semi-circle. Lined up in a row in front of us 
were the members of the Jerusalem YMCA Youth Chorus, which includes Jewish and 
Arab young people. They began to sing songs in their unique languages. Although they 
came from divided quarters of Israel, Palestinian and Jewish, music brought them 
together. Their voices rose in melody as they demonstrated through music a harmony that 
was not realized outside the walls of the YMCA.  
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Figures 9 and 10. Sharenda Roam, “Jerusalem YMCA Youth Chorus”. 
 
Neve Shalom/Wahat el Salaam/Oasis of Peace 
Next, on our peacebuilding journey we visited the village founded by Father 
Bruno Hussar called Neve Shalom/Wahat al-Salaam, which means “Oasis of Peace.” 
This village has approximately sixty families, half Jewish and half Arabic, who live in 
community as an example of how these two groups might realize peace with one another. 
Father Bruno was a Jewish man born in Egypt who converted to Christianity and became 
a Dominican priest. I visited his tomb, and on the long cement slab which covers his 
tomb are the symbols of the cross and the Jewish Star of David. Also, written in Hebrew 
and Arabic, is the inscription, “Love your neighbor as yourself.” In Israel, the 
neighborhoods and schools are typically segregated between Arabs and Jews, so this 
village began the first integrated school for children in Israel. 
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This small village, lush with flowers and foliage, is settled in the hills. We 
enjoyed music by Yuval Ron in their meeting area and walked along a narrow path 
through trees to Father Bruno’s tomb where we laid stones in remembrance of him, a 
Jewish custom found at many graves around Israel. These stones made me think of the 
scripture in Joshua 4:7 where the Lord tells Joshua to ask the people to place stones on 
the ground, “…and these stones shall be for a memorial unto the children of Israel 
forever.” 
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Figures 11 and 12. Sharenda Roam, “Neve Shalom/Wahat al-Salam”. 
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Azazme Tribe in the Negev Desert 
A portraitist believes that the study of subjects, or actors, benefits by being in a 
setting that is familiar, not contrived, a reality where social interaction is natural and 
where activity has a purpose. The researcher, then, is the stranger in the environment, and 
“…one who must experience the newness, the awkwardness, the tentativeness that comes 
with approaching something unfamiliar, and must use the actors in the setting as guides, 
as authorities, as knowledge bearers.”9 This describes me in my role as researcher upon 
entering the territory of the Azazme Bedouin tribe. 
As I bounced along in a bus on the way to the Negev desert where we would meet 
members of the Azazme Bedouin tribe, I felt the tentativeness of entering a world that 
still maintained 2,000-year-old traditions. I watched through the bus window as a young 
boy carried a small goat and led the rest of his little herd across brown hills to pasture. In 
this moment I realized that this was a special meeting of the ancient past and the modern 
present. Within one or two generations, scenes like this may not be possible as young 
Bedouins are beginning to leave the nomadic lifestyle for a more sedentary one.  
We pulled into the gravel entrance and I immediately noticed camels lounging in 
their pen. Ahead was a large tent with colorful draping and several men dressed in long 
white traditional Middle Eastern garb and desert-style headpieces. When we entered the 
large tent of the Azazme Bedouin tribe in the Negev desert, I realized I was in the 
presence of those who had transferred music and traditions of hospitality from generation 
to generation. This Palestinian tribe welcomed us with tea and served us a delicious meal 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot and Jessica Hoffmann Davis, The Art and Science of Portraiture (CA: 
Jossey-Bass, 1997), 43. 
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of salad, hummus, and grilled meat. We sat on large soft cushions on the floor of their 
tent in circles and enjoyed conversation with one another. After lunch, we gathered in 
another area of the tent where we drank more hot tea and lounged against colorful 
cushions. The musicians, Yuval Ron, Yair Dalal, and one of the Bedouin men played 
music on the oud, the ney (flute) and the jurun (coffee grinder used as percussion). The 
magical rhythms of their music stirred several of us to get up and dance. Playing a 
tambourine and moving to the music allowed me to adapt to the context and engage with 
the actors. “Working in context, the researcher, then, has to be alert to surprises and 
inconsistencies and improvise conceptual and methodological responses that match the 
reality she is observing. The researcher’s stance becomes a dance of vigilance and 
improvisation.”10 Through music and dance I entered into the context I was observing; 
and became co-creator of the story and research being conducted. Not only was I able to 
observe the musicians and listen to their music but by literally entering the music through 
dance we engaged in a song of harmony, a place of peace between Jews, Arabs, and 
Christians.  
Portraitists observe with the realization that they are actively co-creating the 
narrative and the context in which they are doing qualitative research. 
Drawing on the fictional work of Eudora Welty, Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis 
elucidated the subtle but important, difference between ethnographers and 
portraitists: “Ethnographers listen to a story while portraitists listen for a story.” 
… They claimed that “there is a crucial dynamic between documenting and 
creating the narrative, between receiving and shaping, reflecting and imposing, 
mirroring and improvising.”11 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 Ibid. 
11 Rubinstein-Avila, “From the Dominican Republic to Drew High: What Counts as Literacy for 
Yanira Lara?” Reading Research Quarterly 42, no. 4 (Oct.-Dec., 2007): 574. 
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During a pause in the music, a story was told about the jurun. As a coffee grinder 
and musical instrument this large wooden “bowl” with grinding stick served several 
purposes. It was used to grind coffee, make music, and announce to tribal members that 
coffee would be served in a while around the campfire. As I listened to this story, I also 
gained important knowledge that visitors were allowed to stay for three nights and after 
three nights they had “worn out their welcome” and songs would be sung around the 
campfire to encourage them to leave. The Bedouin man who played the coffee grinder 
also played the ney. This ancient Persian flute is considered to be one of the oldest 
instruments in existence. Through music, friendships between the Jewish and Arab 
musicians were reinforced and strengthened. This experience also allowed me to come to 
a deeper understanding of the Palestinian Bedouin tribes and their existence in Israel.  
       
Figure 13. Sharenda Roam. “Musicians Yair Dalal, an Azazme Bedouin man,  
and Sharenda”.  
Figure 14. Sharenda Roam. “Receiving Tea”. 
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Figure 15. Sharenda Roam, “Lunch in the tent of the Azazme Tribe”.  
Figure 16. Sharenda Roam, “Bedouin man with ney and jurun”. 
 
Hand in Hand School 
In order to describe the internal context, or the physical setting, portraitists give 
vivid descriptions of the place in order to evoke all of the senses. “The reader should feel 
as if he or she is there: seeing the colors of the autumn leaves, feeling the temperature of 
the gentle breeze and hearing the rustling branches.”12 It was easy to engage in this type 
of research when I entered the Hand in Hand School in Galilee founded in 1998. This 
school serves 171 Jewish and Arab students in the first through ninth grades. It also 
boasts a recently launched music program. Walking into this unique school I encountered 
the sweet sounds of children laughing, learning, and reading. We walked past the walls 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot and Jessica Hoffmann Davis, The Art and Science of Portraiture (CA: 
Jossey-Bass, 1997), 44. (italics in original.) 
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covered with their colorful artwork and crafts and entered a variety of classrooms to 
engage, sing, and share smiles. Each classroom contains Arab and Jewish children who 
are taught in both languages by one Arab teacher and one Jewish teacher. They learn one 
another’s languages, holidays, stories, and songs. We also joined the audience of other 
students and enjoyed a mini-concert given by the student musicians and singers from 
their music program. Along with the Yuval Ron Ensemble, these children sang their 
cultural songs, one of those being a song about peace called Shalom-Salaam. The 
musicians played ancient instruments, including the oud and the duduk, and guitars and 
drums.  
When constructing the historical context, the journey, culture, and ideology, the 
portraitist looks at the messages and mission of an organization. “...she [the portraitist] 
also wants to sketch the institutional culture and history - the origins and evolution of the 
organization and the values that shape its structure and purpose.”13 For the Hand in Hand 
School, the mission is to create an inclusive society through bilingual schools. The 
schools in Israel are typically segregated between Jews and Arabs. Hand in Hand seeks to 
offer integrated schools throughout Israel in order to promote multicultural education and 
understanding. Through their music program, Hand in Hand children learn the essential 
meanings, languages, hopes, and ideas of both Jewish and Arab cultures. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 Ibid., 52. 
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Figure 17. Sharenda Roam “Hand in Hand students and the Yuval Ron Ensemble”.  
Figure 18. Sharenda Roam. “Hand in Hand Student Art”. 
 
 
Buthaina Milhim 
The art of Buthaina Milhim, a female Arab artist, is a natural example for relating 
the concept of portraiture’s aesthetic features: symbols and metaphors.  
Embedded in the contextual frame, metaphors capture the reader’s attention, call 
up powerful associations, and resonate through the rest of the piece. These 
metaphors…serve as overarching themes and rich undercurrents that resound 
throughout the portrait. The metaphors act as symbols pointing to larger 
phenomena that will emerge as significant and be developed more fully later on in 
the narrative.14  
 
Our large tour bus wound its way through narrow streets of the Arab village of 
Kfar Ara to the peak of a mountain where we found her home and studio. Milhim creates 
dynamic fabric shirts that are cut and sewn in ways that reflect the landscape of Israel, 
which has been cut and divided and sewn with walls and fences. These gorgeous pieces 
narrate the historical strife between Jews and Arabs. I am drawn into the struggle 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Ibid., 55. 
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between these groups through this art. It draws my emotions and intentions into the 
dynamics and complexities of the conflicts. It also makes me realize the implications for 
the Jewish and Arab individuals who live within the borders of these struggles. This art is 
a powerful testimony of how deeply the wounds and divides go, deep into the creative 
psyche of this artist. Her art speaks the pain and the healing for the people and the land of 
Israel.  
   
Figure 19. Sharenda Roam “Arab artist Buthaina Milhim and Sharenda”.  
Figure 20. Sharenda Roam. “Buthaina Milhim art”. 
 
Yuval Ron Ensemble 
Portraiture is not only a qualitative research method but also may be used as a call 
to action. “In portraiture, our ability to provoke readers, participants, and ourselves into 
reevaluating our respective points of view is a small but meaningful form of social 
justice.”15 Social justice and peacebuilding are essential motives in the music of Yuval 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 Thandeka K. Chapman, “Interrogating Classroom Relationships and Events: Using Portraiture 
and Critical Race Theory in Education Research,” Educational Researcher 36, no. 3 (April 2007): 159. 
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Ron. This Israeli-born artist gave several concerts during our tour of Israel, including one 
in the city of Haifa and one in Tel Aviv. At both of these concerts, Jews and Arabs 
gathered to hear the ancient instruments of the oud, ney, and duduk, to hear their beloved 
songs sung in Arabic and Hebrew, and to watch Sufi whirling dervishes dance. Ron’s 
goal with his ensemble of musicians is to create musical bridges between Jews, 
Christians, and Muslims. He views the art of music like medicine, having a healing balm 
that unites individuals of these three Abrahamic traditions. By focusing on their shared 
concept of monotheism and the desire for peace, his music draws diverse audiences and 
seeks to bring people together. It was such a moving and unique experience being in 
Israel and listening to him and his ensemble play and sing. It was also a joy to see the mix 
of people form Jewish and Arab towns and villages coming together to enjoy this 
unifying music. The ensemble includes musicians with roots in Judaism, Christianity, and 
Islam. The music is hauntingly beautiful with its Middle-Eastern microtones and ancient 
beats. As the members of the ensemble play their instruments, oud, duduk, percussion, 
harmonica, accordion, and quanoun, while sitting in a semi-circle, a female singer belts 
out thrilling vocal trills and “bent” notes. During one song, two Sufi whirling dervishes, a 
husband and wife, enter the stage and whirl in their white robes, one palm up to the 
heavens where the planets are also whirling, and one palm down to the Earth which is 
also spinning. During another song a belly dancer enters and flies across the stage with 
colored scarves and tinkling ankle bells. The music takes me on a journey to desert lands, 
camels, tents, campfires, women with kohl-lined eyes, and a time 4,000 years ago when 
Abraham became the father of many nations; a time when three religions, birthed from 
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the same patriarch, coexisted, and grew together, and apart. This music seeks to remind 
believers from these traditions of the shared idea of one God and the meaning of peace.  
 
 
Figure 21. Gallegher Bludorn University of Northern Iowa. “Yuval Ron Ensemble”. 
  
Personal Reflections 
If it is hard to see the beauty within the hatred and strife, portraiture allows the 
researcher to seek out the goodness. “In portraiture, demonstrating how people work 
together to create moments of success and triumph is called ‘a search for goodness’ … 
‘Portraiture resists this tradition-laden effort to document failure. It is an intentionally 
generous and eclectic process that begins by searching for what is good and healthy and 
assumes that the expression of goodness will always be laced with imperfections.”16 
Critics of peacebuilding theories and research may claim it is futile. I will concede that 
making strides to build peace is extremely challenging. Yuval Ron talks about “finding a 
solution,” like a musical composer working hard to find the right notes and chords to 
bring a piece together, peace builders have to work hard to find solutions. Instead of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 Ibid., 160. 
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focusing on political conflict, strategies like art and music are able to impact individuals 
at the grassroots level. The amazing work that artists, teachers, and activists are engaging 
in at this time in Israel is astounding. I have only mentioned a few of these in this writing. 
The whole goal of this research tour was to visit and learn about the “actors” making a 
difference in Israel. It was also to encourage them and let them know that others notice 
their work and recognize they are making a difference now and for future generations. I 
have found that portraiture, because it allows me to seek out goodness, brings 
immeasurable joy to the research process. The goal is not only to pass on knowledge but 
to give inspiration to others, including peace builders, artists, activists, and researchers 
looking for new and rare information on this topic. 
Portraiture takes into account the presence of the researcher. Instead of asking the 
researcher to be “absent” and only an observer, it calls upon the researcher to engage in 
the subject matter. “Whereas life history centers on the ‘other’ and traditionally 
ethnography has been uncomfortable with revealing the ‘self’ of the researcher, 
portraiture necessitates presenting both the self as main research instrument, and the 
participant as co-conspirator in creating authentic portraits.”17 I realize that as a 
researcher I am also shaping the context as a co-creator along with the “actors.” With this 
realization comes the acknowledgment by the researcher and the actors that there is a new 
element in their midst, that of the researcher. Instead of being the awkward outside 
observer, I was able to gather information through relationships and normal familiar 
interactions as we broke bread together, drank mint tea, made music, and danced. 
Although I knew I was engaging as a researcher, I also chose to relax into each moment 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 Faith Wambura Ngunjiri, “Painting a Counter-Narrative of African Womanhood: Reflections on 
How My Research Transformed Me,” Journal of Research Practice 3, no. 1 (2007): 3. 
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in order to be present and acknowledge the sensual experience. My research expanded 
beyond words into the tastes of Israeli hummus and hot mint tea, the smells of camels and 
the Mediterranean Sea, the sound of the beautiful languages of Hebrew, Aramaic, and 
Arabic spoken and sung, the sight of the colorful people against the backdrop of Old 
Jerusalem’s earthy tan-colored walls, and the feel of the sensation of floating on the salt 
of the Dead Sea. This field research gave me a chance to experience some of the same 
sensations that those within the context of Israel experience. By walking where they 
walk, eating their food and hearing the voices and sounds of their natural settings I 
internalized the research. As portraiture explains, I too became a participant in the 
research process. 
In this section, I have demonstrated the variety of ways in which Israelis are 
employing art and music in the peacebuilding process between Jews and Arabs. I have 
painted a portrait of peacebuilding within Israel through detailed descriptions of the 
artists, teachers, and activists and their work. My qualitative research tells the story of 
their goodness through my experiences within our shared context. With this research, I 
hope to expand the knowledge of the arts in peacebuilding endeavors as this is a field that 
lacks significant information. It is with a grateful heart that I thank all of the artists and 
activists I met that are striving for peace and using their gifts and talents to employ it.  
In conclusion, I will share the lyrics to a song by Yair Dalal, one of the musicians 
I met on this journey who played the oud in the Azazme Bedouin tent. His album is 
called “Inshallah Shalom,” which loosely translates to “G-d willing there shall be peace.” 
“Zaman Salaam” is a song he wrote and performed in 1994 during the Nobel Peace Prize 
ceremony in Oslo for Rabin, Peres and Arafat.	  
54 
	  
“Zaman Salaam” 
 
Like the sea, so is peace my love— 
Its soul all-embracing and wide. 
There are times of high and low tide, 
And days are difficult and sad. 
Between thunder and storms 
I harvest my feelings, my love. 
It’s time for peace, with G-d’s help. 
And there is a time – I know, 
Yearning from afar, 
Like a lonely star in the rain, 
Up high in the sky. 
There are times of high and low tide. 
When days are difficult and sad, 
Between the lightning flashes, a rainbow will appear, 
And I will know that this is the time.18 
 
 
 
 
Figure 22. Sharenda Roam. “Making music with the Alaev Family from the Jewish 
Bukhari tradition”. 	  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 The Zamir Chorale of Boston and Northeastern University. Middle East Harmonies program. 
http://www.chorus.neu.edu/meh/wp-content/uploads/meh_program_v71.pdf 
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SECTION IV   
A DISCUSSION OF THE THEOLOGY OF NICHOLAS OF CUSA:   
GOD, INTERFAITH PEACEBUILDING, AND MUSIC 
“Who would not admire this Artisan, who with regard to the 
spheres, the stars, and the regions of the stars used such skill 
that there is … both a harmony of all things and a diversity of 
all things?” 
 
Nicholas of Cusa  
 
The German philosopher, theologian, and Roman Catholic cardinal, Nicholas of 
Cusa (1401-1464), wrote on the topics of science and religion, as well as arts and peace. 
This section analyzes a variety of subjects from his writings and his theological concepts. 
Specific attention is given to his definition of God, his writing on interfaith peace, and his 
views on art and music. 
 
Defining God 
Nicholas of Cusa discusses God or the Absolute Being through his philosophy of 
Maximality where he gives the name “… Maximum’ to that than which there cannot be 
anything greater.”1 Nicholas explains, “…the Maximum is the Absolute One which is all 
things.” The Maximum, for Nicholas, is a word that describes the indescribable. It is a 
word that describes what all faiths call God. For Nicholas, the Absolute Oneness which is 
Absolute Maximality is God. It is minimum, maximum, and not multiple. He states, 
“Therefore, [by comparison] Absolute Oneness, to which nothing is opposed, is Absolute 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Nicholas of Cusa, De docta ignorantia (On Learned Ignorance) (Minneapolis, MN: The Arthur 
J. Banning Press, 1990), 6. 
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Maximality, which is the Blessed God. Since this Oneness is maximal, it cannot be 
multiple (for it is all that which can be).”2 This Absolute Oneness, or God, also contains 
plural. And plurality of everything comes from the unfolding of God. He explains, 
The maximum’s oneness is contracted in plurality, and it cannot exist without 
plurality. Indeed, in its universal oneness this maximum encompasses all things, 
so that all the things which derive from the Absolute [Maximum] are in this 
maximum and this maximum is in all [these] things. Nevertheless, it does not 
exist independently of the plurality in which it is present, for it does not exist 
without contraction, from which it cannot be freed.3  
 
Nicholas understood the plurality of the world as “rolled up” or “enveloped” 
(complicatio) in God. The “unrolled” or “developed” (explicatio) universe is all part of 
God as God was before the Universe. In other words, “…the world is not God because 
none of its states develops all of the Divine complicatio, and it is not something other 
than God because it is exactly the Divine complicatio that is unrolling itself and giving 
existence to the world.”4 This type of philosophical inquiry into the nature and definition 
of God helps develop Nicholas’ ideas regarding interfaith peace between Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam. 
One argument between the three Abrahamic faiths is over the definition of God. 
(It is interesting to note that medieval Christian terms for Muslims included Saracens and 
Ishmaelites. An early reference to Abraham and Islam came in “A letter written by Pope 
Gregory VII to the Muslim King Anazir of Mauretania in 1076” which refers to Muslims 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Ibid., 11. 
3Ibid., 7. 
4 Audrey V. Smirnov, “Nicholas of Cusa and Ibn ‘Arabi: Two Philosophies of Mysticism,” 
Philosophy East and West 43, no. 1 (1993): 4. 
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as descending from the patriarch Abraham.)5 For Nicholas of Cusa, “…God is 
indefinable and …the world is not God but is not anything other than God.”6 Finite words 
do not contain the degree of truth needed to define the Infinite. He explains, “…someone 
who desires to grasp the meaning must elevate his intellect above the import of the words 
rather than insisting upon the proper significations of words which cannot be properly 
adapted to such great intellectual mysteries.”7 The world is not God because it does not 
contain all of the Divine complicatio. And it is not something other than God because the 
Divine complicatio is “unfolding” Itself and giving the world existence.8 So if God is 
beyond definitions, “The precise truth is incomprehensible.”9 The only way we can 
approach truth is by understanding our own ignorance. In other words, the better we 
understand our finite thinking about the Infinite the closer we come to comprehending 
truth. Nicholas explains, “…the truth of beings, is unattainable in its purity; though it is 
sought by all philosophers, it is found by no one as it is. And the more deeply we are 
instructed in this ignorance, the closer we approach to truth.”10 His full thesis on this idea 
of “learned ignorance” as a way of moving forward in knowledge is found in his writing 
“De doctora ignorantia (On Learned Ignorance). 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Rita George-Tvrtkovic, “After the Fall: Riccoldo da Montecroce and Nicholas of Cusa on 
Religious Diversity,” Theological Studies 73, no. 3 (2012): 657. 
6 Audrey V. Smirnov, “Nicholas of Cusa and Ibn ‘Arabi: Two Philosophies of Mysticism,” 
Philosophy East and West 43, no. 1 (1993): 1. 
7 Nicholas of Cusa, On Learned Ignorance (De docta Ignorantia) (Minneapolis, MN: The Arthur 
J. Banning Press, 1990), 7. 
8 Audrey V. Smirnov, “Nicholas of Cusa and Ibn ‘Arabi: Two Philosophies of Mysticism,” 
Philosophy East and West 43, no. 1 (1993): 4. 
9 Nicholas of Cusa, On Learned Ignorance (De docta Ignorantia) (Minneapolis, MN: The Arthur 
J. Banning Press, 1990), 7. 	   	  	   10 Ibid, 8. 
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Once religious believers give God a name, their conceptual God becomes a 
personal God and aspects of human personality help form the identity of the God. But, 
according to Nicholas, God cannot be given a name. He states, “…the absolutely 
Maximum is both incomprehensibly understandable and unnameably nameable.”11 
However, names and words are what we have to describe God. Therefore, we determine 
to speak of God in partial truths or perhaps we do not speak of God at all. Since most 
individuals have determined to speak about God and words are needed to help describe 
and understand a concept, then the names and descriptions of God come from created 
things. Nicholas explains, “Therefore, if affirmative names befit God, they befit Him only 
in relation to created things … whatever is said about God through affirmative theology 
is based upon a relationship to created things.”12 In other words, if one calls God “Truth” 
or “Virtue” these words must relate to God “infinitesimally” for God is not a substance 
and these words have opposites such as “falsity” and “vice.” Since God is not a substance 
words and names cannot sufficiently determine God’s description. God cannot be 
classified and measured and thereby labeled and named. However, this is the process 
used by the Abrahamic religions to help define the type of God they worship. But 
Nicholas explains that pagans also name God in relation to created things. He states, 
[They named Him] Jupiter because of marvelous kindness (for Julius Firmicus 
says that Jupiter is a star so auspicious that had he reigned alone in the heavens, 
men would be immortal); … Mars because of military victories, … Venus 
because of love which conserves nature, … Sun because of the force of natural 
movements; Moon because of conservation of the fluids upon which life 
depends…13  
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 Ibid., 10. 
12 Ibid., 41-42. 
13 Ibid., 43. 
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The way in which our human brains understand a concept is through language and, 
therefore, our concept of God is limited to spoken and written words. Since language is 
limited, our concept of God is also limited and insufficient. 
Nicholas takes another approach at understanding what God is and is not. He 
states that, “Sacred ignorance has taught us that God is ineffable. He is so because He is 
infinitely greater than all nameable things.”14 He continues to explain what he calls 
“negative theology.” This type of theology determines what God is not in order to 
understand what God is. He states,  
…we speak of God more truly though removal and negations – as [teaches] the 
greatest Dionysius, who did not believe that God is either Truth or Understanding 
or Light or anything which can be spoken of … Hence, in accordance with this 
negative theology, according to which [God] is only in infinite, He is neither 
Father nor Son nor Holy Spirit.15  
 
However, Nicholas does not give up trying to comprehend what God is. Instead 
he explains that his concept of “learned ignorance” is what brings us to a better 
understanding of God. He expounds,  
Therefore we conclude that the precise truth shines incomprehensibly within the 
darkness of our ignorance. This is the learned ignorance we have been seeking 
and through which alone, as I explained, [we] can approach the maximum, triune 
God of infinite goodness, [approach him] according to the degree of our 
instruction in ignorance, so that with all our might we may ever praise Him, who 
is forever blessed above all things, for manifesting to us His incomprehensible 
self.16  
 
Although Nicholas understood that words and concepts surrounding God are limited, he 
wrote extensively about what he called the Absolute One. He also explored finding 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Ibid., 45. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid., 46. 
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meaning in the arts. He valued the idea of experiential learning and its contribution 
towards understanding God.  
 
Experiential Learning 
For Nicholas, reasoning was extremely important but experiential learning was of 
equal value. In his writing The Layman on Wisdom (Idota de sapientia) he states, 
I am quite amazed at your pride, for even though you have worn yourself out 
with continual study of innumerable books, yet you have not been moved to 
humility. The reason is that the ‘knowledge of this world,’ in which you believe to 
excel, is actually foolishness in the sight of God; it puffs men up, whereas true 
knowledge humbles them. I wish you would realize this because it is the treasure 
of all happiness.17  
 
Sensation and “street wisdom” becomes a path to “unknowing knowledge.” He explains, 
By relying on books, you trust in [external] authority and in this way you are 
deceived; because someone has written a text, you are ready to believe. But … I 
want to tell you that wisdom cries out in the streets, and her very cry indicates 
how she dwells ‘in the highest’ [habitat in altissimis].18  
 
Wisdom, for Nicholas, comes not only through book learning but also through 
“laypeople,” people who write and speak in the familiar vernacular idiom. Some of the 
medieval mendicant orders adopted this description. And Francis of Assisi called himself 
and his followers, “laypeople” (idotae). This term became popular during the Middle 
Ages and influenced Nicholas. 
The orientation reached its pinnacle in the non-monastic lay movements of the 
late Middle Ages connected with the devotion moderna, and especially in the 
Brothers of the Common Life at Deventer (where both Cusanus and later Erasmus 
received formative instruction). The movements, in turn, were inspired by some 
of the great mystical thinkers of the past, stretching from Dionysius the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 Fred Dallmayr, “Desire and the Desirable: Nicholas de Cusa’s Interfaith Imagination,” Religion 
and the Arts 12 (2008): 422. 
18 Ibid., 423. 
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Aeropagite, Johannese Gerson and Meister Eckhart to Bernhard of Clairvaux and 
the Imitatio Christi.19 
 
Nicholas determined that one could find wisdom and understanding from a variety of 
sources, books, laypeople and even in the arts.  
In order to explore experiential learning further we look at Nicholas’ views on 
fine arts, specifically music. Sensation and reason cooperate through two bridges: 
rapture and symbol. “[Rapture] is the bridge that connects the senses with feeling 
or ‘soul.’ … This bridge leads from the senses to reason, and then on to feeling, 
that is, to the inner region of the mind. … Rapture, then, is the bridge peculiar to 
the apprehension of art. … The other bridge, the symbol, is built by reason and 
imagination.”20  
 
Rapture and symbol help an individual gain fresh insight and understanding. Music 
allows an individual to engage in concepts outside of the realms of music, spiritual 
harmony and eternal bliss, for example. “As Nicholas puts it: ‘The very spiritual things 
which we cannot comprehend directly are investigated through the bridge of the symbol,’ 
meaning here the natural sign-language of music.”21 Music as a peacebuilding tool 
becomes a way in which learning about the “other” is possible. When words don’t 
present enough material for interpretation due to language barriers and the limitations of 
vocabulary, music becomes a bridge for experiential learning. The acoustical 
measurements and symbols are gathered into an individual’s reason and there take shape 
and form. Nicholas explains,  
Thus does man shape in his fantasy images and reflections of the world of senses. 
For he is that unity which at once compares and combines. He orders the images 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 Ibid., 423. 
20 Kathi Meyer-Baer, “Nicholas of Cusa on the Meaning of Music,” The Journal of Aesthetics and 
Art Criticism 5, no. 4 (1947): 305. 
21 Ibid. 
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he has shaped and preserves them in his memory. All this material he relates to 
himself that he may understand, guide and preserve himself.22  
 
For Nicholas, the bridge of rapture is one in which music transports meaning. As 
feelings arise, they carry the symbols of the music and have a lasting effect on the 
memory of the individual experiencing the music. “There is, in other words, another 
resource for the relevant apprehension of moving sound. This is feeling; feeling that can 
rise to transport and that commands symbols; for the flow, the motion in music is an 
image, a symbol, a metaphor of our passions.”23  
Nicholas also believed music was one art God used to create the world, along 
with arithmetic, geometry, and astronomy. He believed that somehow God used music to 
bring harmony to the elements of earth, water, air, and fire. This harmony of elements 
continues unless the harmony is destroyed. “Through music He proportioned things in 
such way that there is not more earth in earth than water in water, air in air, and fire in 
fire…”24  
The bridges that music and art create can help individuals connect to communities 
and communities to individuals. “Cusa establishes that there can be no unmediated 
experience of God, for to move beyond our contracted perspective we must believe in the 
testimony of others, and thus form a community.”25 Community, then, for Nicholas of 
Cusa, becomes an integral part of an individual understanding of God. 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid., 308. 
24 Jasper Hopkins, Nicholas of Cusa’s On Leaned Ignorance (Minneapolis, MN: The Arthur J. 
Banning Press, 2000), 99. 
25 Arianne Conty, “Absolute Art: Nicolas of Cusa’s De Visione Dei,” Religion and the Arts 16, no. 
5 (2012): 466. 
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Community 
In order to understand the One, the Absolute, the Maximum, Nicholas determines 
that community is a necessary factor. The community introduces a discourse of the via 
negativa, apophasis, seeking to know the unknowable, as it moves an individual from a 
singular perspective to a realization of different perspectives, and into a deeper 
understanding of God. This requires humility and a passion for wisdom. “…to know what 
cannot be known is to know that as a singular self one cannot fully know God ….”26 The 
presence of God for Nicholas is known because of its absence. 
If, according to Cusa’s schema, each individual is incapable of understanding the 
whole that transcends the limitations of a single perspective, belief in God can 
consequently in no way come from the individual. It comes, that is, only 
vicariously, through the intermediary of the other, through the other’s voice. 
Founded upon a radical unknowing, divine nature must be taken on faith, faith in 
the other’s word. Cusa admits, what is more, that God’s sweetness is this very 
proxy, for he has experienced His presence only as an absence. ‘Who am I, 
wretched sinner…to make savory your infinite and utterly inexpressible 
sweetness? I have never yet merited to taste it.’ If he has not tasted or seen God 
directly, it is because as Nicholas of Cusa, his point of view is ‘contracted’ and 
thus incapable of seeing or tasting an absolute and omnivoyant God. In order to 
‘leap across this wall of invisible vision’ Cusa must sacrifice sight and become 
‘all ears,’ for the impossible can be heard in the voice of the other.”27  
 
In order to develop community with people who are sincerely seeking to know God, 
Nicholas determines a commitment to “relationism” (not relativism). This is “…the 
conviction that truth or true knowledge cannot be seized or monopolized by a dogmatic 
authority, but is best promoted through the interrelation between distinct perspectives 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 Ibid., 478-479. 
27 Ibid., 479. 
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(with each sincerely searching for the truth).”28 After the Turkish conquest of 
Constantinople in 1453, Nicholas wrote his De pace fidei (On Peaceful Unity of Faith). 
This document is viewed as a text that illustrates the goal of religious ecumenism. It is a 
fictional conversation between a variety of individuals from different religions and 
cultures discussing significant beliefs ranging from wisdom to salvation, from the triune 
God to Christ. The final result of this lengthy and intricate dialogue is the realization that 
all are worshipping one God in a diversity of rites; even though some were led astray by 
the “Prince of darkness” and did not attend to what they were doing. Finally, the King of 
kings commands the 
…wise [men] return and lead their nations unto a oneness of true worship and 
that administering spirits guide and assist them [in this undertaking]. … assemble 
in Jerusalem, as being a common center, and in the names of all [their 
countrymen] accept a single faith and establish a perpetual peace with respect 
thereto, so that the Creator of all, who is blessed forever, may be praised in 
peace.29  
 
This paper followed a desire to convene a conference where Muslim and Christian 
leaders could air grievances. Although this conference was not accomplished the dialogue 
in his writing De pace fidei served as his voice in these matters. “The common tenor 
pervading the discussions is the primacy of sincere faith over rituals, of the need to love 
and search for the hidden God over the comfort of habitual practices.”30  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 Fred Dallmayr, “Desire and the Desirable: Nicholas de Cusa’s Interfaith Imagination,” Religion 
and the Arts 12 (2008): 427. 
29 Jasper Hopkins, Nicholas of Cusa’s De Pace Fidei and Cribratio Alkorani: Translation and 
Analysis 2nd ed. (Minneapolis, MN: The Arthur J. Banning Press, 1994), 669-670. 
30 Fred Dallmayr, “Desire and the Desirable: Nicholas de Cusa’s Interfaith Imagination,” Religion 
and the Arts 12 (2008): 429. 
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Interfaith Peace 
As a way to move beyond the polemics of the Abrahamic traditions, Nicholas 
presents a solution for interfaith peace found in De pace fidei. It includes one faith, in the 
Absolute One, with a diversity of rituals to allow for individual and cultural preferences 
and understanding. He is not calling for one world religion but one faith that allows for 
diverse practices. 
…he suggests that ‘to seek exact conformity in all respects is rather to disturb the 
peace.’ Nicholas sees ritual diversity as having a positive effect: ‘Perhaps as a 
result of a certain diversity, devotion will even be increased, since each nation 
will endeavor with zeal and diligence to make its own rite more 
splendid’…Nicholas is saying that ritual diversity should not merely be tolerated 
but actively encouraged.31  
 
The only way that diversity might be encouraged and accomplished is through tolerance 
and love. Nicholas discusses Christ and the role of Christians in explaining a faith of 
love. 
As a Christian theologian, Nicholas discusses Christiformitas, a transformative 
human way of being when conformed to Christ. He also discusses another theme along 
with this concept, fides formata caritate, literally “faith formed by love.”32 This type of 
transformation involves the individual being responsive and liberated. It includes 
internalizing the virtues of faith, hope, and love and manifesting these in habitual 
behavior. His theology determines that God became like us so that we could take on his 
nature. Nicholas expresses this in a sermon he presented at Rome in 1459. He says, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 Rita George-Tvrtkovic, “After the Fall: Riccoldo da Montecroce and Nicholas of Cusa on 
Religious Diversity,” Theological Studies 73, no. 3 (2012): 658. 
32 Clyde Lee Miller, “Form and Transformation: Christiformitas in Nicholas of Cusa,” SUNY at 
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Since holiness is deiformitas, how is it obtained? I say: In christiformitas. For, 
since God is unknown to us, he sent his Son into our nature to attract us to 
deiformitas. Since he was human he could be approached by us so that, just as, 
free from every vice, he took on our nature, so we might know that we could put 
on him if we have been without vice. And thus, as he became the ‘son of man,’ so 
we may become sons of God.33  
 
To be a christiform means to be in a pure form of love. It determines not only one’s 
personal nature, but also one’s approach to others. “…transformation in and conformity 
to Christ will result from the grace that enables a person to serve and deal with others 
both in and outside one’s faith community.”34 This idea, of one’s approach to others, is 
echoed in an essay by Raphael Jospe regarding pluralism and relativism. He credits 
Nicholas of Cusa as a thinker that enriched his own ideas on this topic. Nicholas 
discusses plurality as being part of the unfolding of the One. And as presented earlier, he 
sees value in diversity of ideas as a way of “learned ignorance.” Jospe discusses the 
distinction between pluralism and relativism in depth. He quotes Irving “Yitz” 
Greenberg’s views on pluralism, not as relativism, but as a way to recognize “the 
blessings in the other’s existence, because it balances one’s own position and brings all of 
us closer to the ultimate goal.”35 Nicholas saw value in the diversity of ways that God is 
described. This diversity is the way in which truth might be found, through questioning, 
analysis, learning, and un-learning in order to get closer and closer to it. He determined in 
his writing De pace fidei that in order for religions to accomplish peace with one another 
they must accept and even honor the variety of ways that God is expressed and defined, 
and find the inherent benefit of these pluralistic ideas. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 Ibid., 12. 
34 Ibid., 14. 
35 Raphael Jospe, “Pluralism out of the Sources of Judaism: Religious Pluralism without 
Relativism,” Studies in Christian-Jewish Relations 2, no. 2 (2007): 97. 
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Conclusion 
This section explores some of the ideas found in the theology of Nicholas of 
Cusa. We discussed his ideas on how to define God, which develop from books but also 
from experiential learning and the arts, especially music, as it is one of the “arts” God 
used to create the world, as well as his concept of community, which allows for the 
necessary practice of embracing plurality in order to draw nearer to truth through analysis 
of diverse perspectives. His theology, as well as his writing, De pace fidei, gives a clear 
understanding on his thoughts on interfaith peacebuilding. His ideas and writings are 
integral to interfaith peacebuilding studies and give structure and analysis to this complex 
and controversial subject matter. As a final thought, a statement regarding God and the 
human quest for understanding life and our place in it, in the words of Nicholas of Cusa: 
And to disclose to you more adequately that which I surmise: That which all 
theologians or philosophers attempt to express in a variety of modes is a single 
thing. There is one kingdom of heaven, of which there is one likeness, which can 
be unfolded only in a variety of modes, as the Teacher of truth indicates. Zeno, 
Parmenides, Plato, or any others [among the philosophers or theologians] have 
not handed down different truths; rather all of them viewed one [and the same] 
thing, but they spoke of it in various ways. For although their ways of speaking 
are at odds and seem incompatible, nevertheless [these teachers] attempted to 
explicate on the One, situated unattainably above all contrariety.36 
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SECTION V      
DESCRIPTION OF MUSICAL ARTIFACT – “MYRRH” 
My artifact includes five original recorded songs. The goal of these songs is to 
give an example of my dissertation research on interfaith peacebuilding music; music I 
studied and encountered during my fieldwork in Israel during summer 2013.  
I have titled my musical artifact “Myrrh.” Myrrh, created from the fragrant sap of 
trees native to Northeast Africa and the Arabian Peninsula, finds significance in the three 
Abrahamic traditions. Its uses include perfumes, healing balms and incense. Some stories 
say that it was burned in the Second Temple of Jerusalem and brought to Jesus by a wise 
man of the East. My hope is that these songs will be a healing balm and fragrant musical 
incense in the spirits of listeners. 
The style of my artifact includes jazzy bluesy soulfulness of my own spiritual 
tradition with flavors of Middle-Eastern traditional music that I encountered during my 
research. I chose to write lyrics that reflect the shared themes, stories and concepts from 
the sacred texts of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam; as well as those that enacted 
peacebuilding. By choosing themes and figures from all three traditions, my hope is that 
these songs will strike a chord with believers of all three faiths and also create a 
realization of shared ideas, principles, and perspectives.  
I not only wanted to research this fascinating topic of arts and interfaith 
peacebuilding but also engage in the creative process with other artists. Since I had the 
opportunity to meet with other musicians and artists in Israel I was inspired to contribute 
to the body of music I discovered. Ideally, my goal is to use this artifact as an illustration 
of my research, as well as share and perform this music in the circles and networks 
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created during my fieldwork. I will also be presenting it in academic forums and sharing 
it on social media. 
Each song has been thoughtfully crafted and honed with the goal of helping the 
listener to realize the beauty of shared humanity. With the lyrics I explored common 
themes and stories within the three traditions. One of my goals was to express stories and 
concepts that related to believers of all three religious traditions, ones that would be 
meaningful and inspiring. 
“Peace be upon you” is a greeting found in the Jewish and Muslim cultures. I 
decided to share this greeting in Hebrew and Arabic in the bridge of this song. This song 
is a blessing of peace over the listener as he/she lives and engages in everyday life, 
drinking tea or creating art or just lying in moss underneath trees looking up at the sky. 
“Candle” is a song I wrote during the final days of my father’s life. It is a heart 
cry of mourning and surrender. I could only light a candle and sit in the presence of God 
during this dark time. It is a song about peace that passes understanding experienced in 
the midst of grief after the death of a loved one. I hope this song mends the hearts of 
those who are experiencing conflict, loss, and sorrow with a gentle healing balm of 
peace.  
“I Found God” is based on a true story. I lived in Los Angeles for four years while 
in the music business singing and playing in coffee houses, clubs and churches. One day 
on my way to the beach I stopped at a gas station. While fueling my tank a skinny 
African-American homeless man approached me and asked for some money. I told him I 
didn’t have any money but I would sing him a song. I began singing the lyrics to “His 
Eye is on the Sparrow.” I began with the lyrics, “Why should I be discouraged and why 
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should the shadows come, why should my heart be lonely and long for heaven and 
home…” Then, he began singing with me in harmony, “I sing because I’m happy, I sing 
because I’m free, His eye is on the sparrow and I know he watches me.” He had the most 
beautiful high-pitched voice. It was such a surprise and joy. I told him, “thank you,” gave 
him some money and left. This incident inspired the first stanza of this song. The other 
stanzas were also inspired by experiences I had while living in L.A. 
“Solomon’s Garden” is purely taken from the biblical book of “The Song of 
Songs” or “The Song of Solomon.” Solomon, or Sulaiman, is a figure found in all three 
religious traditions. This book of the Bible inspires with the erotic beauty of sexual love. 
It is full of innuendos and blatant admirations of the female body. My goal with this song 
was to remind the listener that God is not only a judge and lawgiver but also the creator 
of luscious pleasures of the body. This book of the Bible expresses sexuality through 
nature and fruit, such as pomegranates. 
“Prayer of St. Francis & 23” is a medley of the prayer of Saint Francis of Assisi 
and  Psalm 23.  This amazing prayer inspires our deepest goodness in response to others. 
For me this song is a way in which I strive to approach those who I encounter in life, 
those I know and those I don’t understand, those familiar and foreign, individuals from 
my own culture and those from distant lands. My goal when I look at another human is to 
try to see him/her from God’s perspective as one of God’s children: a beautiful divine 
creation. This song is a constant reminder of how I strive to live. I hope it also reminds 
others of their deepest goodness. 
“23” is a song I wrote based on Psalm 23. It is the first chapter I memorized as a 
child and I have never forgotten it. It speaks of the promise that God is always with us, 
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comforting, guiding, blessing, filling, and anointing us. The imagery in this song 
demonstrates the nomadic shepherds found in the Middle East, the traditional desert 
lifestyle. It speaks of God as a shepherd who leads us, his sheep, next to still water and 
lets us rest in green pastures. We find the shepherd and king, David, the author of Psalm 
23, in all three traditions. 
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“Peace Be Upon You” 
Sharenda 2014 
 
 
V1: 
C      E/B 
When you lay down in soft moss   underneath the trees 
Am      E/Ab 
Their green heads in the sky    dropping gifts of leaves 
C      E/B 
When you’re talking to flowers  breathing in their perfume 
Am      E/Ab 
Their petals listen to your thoughts                your heart begins to bloom 
 
 
Chorus: 
F   E 
Peace be upon you up & down you 
Am   F dim/B 
Inside & out  flowing like a river through you 
F   E 
Peace be upon you all around you 
Am   F dim/B 
Inside & out    flowing like a river through you 
 
 
V2: 
C E/B 
When you’re sippin’ tea with friends in a street café 
Am E/Ab 
Philosophizing ‘bout this and that and they 
C E/B 
When you’re writing a new book a poem or a song 
Am E/Ab 
Painting a masterpiece or sculpting all day long 
 
 
Bridge: 
F   E 
Assalamu Alaikum Wa alaikum salaam  
Eb   D 
Shalom Aleichem Aleichem Shalom	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“Candle” 
Sharenda 2014 
 
Verse I: 
   C     C/E 
I light a candle in the morning before I start my day 
C       C/E 
Take a moment to whisper Your name 
      Gm            Bbm/F 
In the stillness ahhh Hallelujah 
F/D     G/B       C 
I’m filled with your presence 
 
Pre-Chorus: 
     Bb   F/A    C       Bb    G/B    C 
And everything is beautiful  And all the world is right 
     Bb   F/A    C       Bb    G/B    C 
And everything is beautiful  And all the world is right 
 
Chorus: 
 Bb     F  Bb     G/B  C 
So I release  I let go  Let the Spirit flow 
 Bb     F  Bb     G/B  C 
I release  I let go  Let the Spirit flow 
 
Pre-chorus: 
  C      C/E 
I never take for granted these times alone 
  C                  C/E 
A place to open  space to grow 
  Gm             Bbm/F 
And my soul cries ahhh Hallelujah 
F/D        G/B   C 
Peace flows like a river 
 
Bridge: 
   Bb   Eb7     Dm7 
I love the way you move me, touch me, fill me up inside 
   Bb   Eb7     Dm7 
I love the way you know me, show me, make me feel alive. 
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“I Found God” 
Sharenda 2014 
 
Am7     
I found God in L.A.   It may be hard to believe 
Am7/C    D  E 
I found God in L.A.   He looks like you and me 
        Am7 
He was sitting on a corner begging for a piece of bread 
So I gave him a couple dimes and sang him a song instead 
I sang “His eye is on the sparrow” 
He looked up at me and said,  
“When you’ve done it unto the least of these you’ve done it unto me.” 
 
 
I found God in L.A.   It may be hard to believe 
I found God in L.A.    She looks like you and me 
She was crying to her Momma who was under cocaine’s spell 
Their little cardboard house sat next to a wishing well 
I was watching from a park bench  She was only 3 
She turned and said, “My Momma’s sick, do you have something we can eat?” 
 
Am7                  
What a surprise, He’s all around me 
G 
What a disguise, deep down inside you see  
What a surprise, She’s all around me 
What a disguise, deep down inside you see 
 
 
I found God in L.A.   It may be hard to believe 
I found God in L.A.   She looks like you and me 
Her hair was gray and matted  She paced back and forth 
talking to her loved ones who had gone on before 
Her mind was a prison cell and her back was bowed 
I put my arms around her and saw her smile as the tears flowed 
 
I found God in L.A.   It may be hard to believe 
I found God in L.A.   He looks like you and me 
If you take the time to notice you might see him too 
And some day someone might see God in you. 
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“Solomon’s Garden” 
Sharenda 2014 
 
V1: 
 
Bb    A7 
Come into the garden my beloved   
Bb     A7 
Let juice of the fruits and spices entice and satisfy 
Fm   Eb 
Search into tranquil eyes 
Fm      Eb 
Breathing as one, whispering my name in sighs and lullabies 
 
 
Chorus: 
 
F#  Dm7/A   F#  Dm7/A 
Inside Solomon’s Garden  Inside Solomon’s Garden 
F#  Dm7/A         D 
Inside Solomon’s Garden  You’ll find Love 
 
 
V2: 
 
Bb    A7 
This fire inside cannot be quenched 
Bb     
Fingers through locks, kisses on palms 
A7 
Teaching me Proverbs and singing me Psalms. 
Fm    Eb 
To feel every curve of your lips 
Fm     Eb 
Reaching deep for your soul with my fingertips 
 
 
Bridge: 
 
C      Bb 
Search among the lilies  find all the lovely parts 
C         Bb 
Wander into valleys  over hilltops 
C   Bb      F 
Where rivers flow, pomegranates grow and secrets know 
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“Prayer of St. Francis & 23” 
Sharenda 2014 
 
 A6/D	   	   Ebm6	   	   E9/G#	   	   	   A7/G	   	   Bb6	  
Lord, make me an instrument of thy peace 
    D   Gm 
Where there is hatred, let me sow love 
    D Gm/Bb 
Where there is injury, pardon 
   D    Gm/Bb 
Where there is doubt, faith 
    D       Gm 
Where there is despair, hope 
A7aug           Bb     D7/A 
Where there is darkness, light 
     Bb    G 
Where there is sadness, joy 
 
 
O Divine Master, grant that I may not so much seek to be consoled as to console, 
  D      Gm 
To be understood as to understand, 
        D        Gm/Bb 
To be loved as to love 
 
  D  Gm 
For it is in giving that we receive 
  D    Gm 
It is in pardoning that we are pardoned 
  D               Bb           D 
It is in dying that we are born to eternal life. 
 
Am         Gm7 
Though I walk through the valley of the shadows  I will not fear 
Am         E7/B 
Though I walk through the valley of the shadows  for you are with me 
C/G    Bb   A7 
You comfort me You guide me in the valley 
 
  Am7/Eb (A) 
You lie me down in green pastures 
   D7 
Lead me next to still waters 
  E7 E7/Ab 
Restore my soul 
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  Gm7 
You fill my cup when I’m thirsty 
 D7 
Place a table before me 
  Bb A7 D 
Restore my soul 
 
Am       Gm7 
You are my shepherd I will dwell with you forever 
Am  D E7/B 
I shall not want 
C/G      Bb 
Goodness and mercy will follow me 
A7 
Anoint my head with oil 
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SECTION VI      
PRODUCTION OF ARTIFACT 
For the production of my artifact I spent two weeks researching Middle Eastern 
traditional music in Israel during the summer of 2013, including instruments, lyrics, and 
melodies. I also conducted research before and after my trip in order to familiarize myself 
with artists creating interfaith peacebuilding music.  
I gathered my research and lyrics together to hone and create an artifact that 
would reflect the focus of my dissertation. My goal was to gather excellent musicians to 
play the following instruments: drums, percussion, acoustic/electric guitar, oud, 
upright/electric bass, and keys for practice and recording. My guitar player, in particular, 
recently earned his Ph.D. in Classical Guitar from Arizona State University. We practiced 
together over the course of 4-5 weeks and began the recording process on Sunday, 
November 16, 2014. I play the keyboard and sing lead and background vocals on the 
recording. It has been such a joy to record these songs especially due to the lyrical 
content that I am hopeful will be inspiring and life-changing for many. I have spent 
countless hours crafting and honing the lyrics, playing different melodies and 
constructing harmonies, and recording, listening and producing a variety of mixes before 
the mastering process. To be able to create an artifact that gives a personal example of 
my research interest and writing has been incredibly fulfilling.  
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SECTION VII     
POSTSCRIPT 
Due to the shortage of research and information in the area of arts and interfaith 
peacebuilding, more studies are needed. The necessity for this type of research and work 
seems vital now more than ever due to the impact of technology and globalization. A 
look at which strategies work best in what types of conflict is important. More focused 
and detailed study of music, dance, theatre, filmmaking, and visual and performance art 
is necessary in order to gather a broad area of information from which to draw. Also, 
documentation on the variety of arts being used in peacebuilding would serve to enhance 
the breadth of tools that could be used in practical situations by those working in this 
area. An ethnographical approach towards the sustainability of peace through arts-based 
projects would add empirical data to this field of study. And, finally, with a broader and 
more in-depth study, peacebuilding can promote more peaceful individuals, projects, 
communities, and societies. Through this type of research fresh concepts can emerge or 
reemerge, ones that perhaps have not been previously discussed or implemented. I highly 
recommend the qualitative research method Portraiture to build a framework for study in 
the arts, peacebuilding, and social justice. It provides a way in which a researcher can 
observe and gather data, but also involve herself in the process, and the work and the 
lives of people in order to make a personal contribution to peacebuilding and conflict 
transformation. 
In my research, I mainly focused on Middle Eastern music. However, other areas 
of research I find interesting are anti-apartheid music that traveled from South Africa 
throughout the continent of Africa, female leadership strategies and practices focused on 
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peacebuilding, meaning and story found in American Indian chants and songs, and 
performance art that is used for conflict resolution. The topic of social transformation and 
the arts is a fairly new area of research but one that is rapidly growing with full programs 
available in a variety of universities. Today there are a number of undergraduate and 
graduate programs in peacebuilding and conflict transformation, spiritual formation and 
peacebuilding, peacebuilding and the arts, and the performing arts and social justice. The 
discipline of Expressive Arts includes visual, dance/movement, music, drama/theater, and 
writing/poetry as creative ways in which to help and heal. Leavy explains, 
 …the use of arts-based representational strategies brings academic scholarship to 
a wider audience. Free from discipline-specific jargon and other prohibitive (even 
elitist) barriers, arts-based presentations can be shared with diverse audiences, 
expanding the effect of scholarly research that traditionally circulates within the 
academy and arguably does little to serve the public good.1  
 
Qualitative research methods, such as portraiture, emerge through the innovative 
creativity of researchers. They open the possibility of asking new questions and help 
researchers understand the subject on a deeper level than language or written text. They 
allow for engagement beyond the level of strict observation and analysis. Portraiture in 
particular allows the researcher to look for things that are working, ideas that inspire. 
Creative arts bring a powerful tool to the work of transformation and social justice 
work. For ministries engaging in social justice activities, the arts can help in the healing 
process on levels beyond immediate physical needs. “As a representational form, the arts 
can be highly effective for communicating the emotional aspects of social life. For 
example, theatrical representations of the experience of homelessness, the experience of 
living with a debilitating illness, or surviving sexual assault can get at elements of the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Patricia Leavy, Method Meets Art: Arts-Based Research Practice (New York: The Guilford 
Press, 2009). 
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lived experience that a textual form cannot reach.”2 Performing, rather than speaking 
about a social justice issue, helps the audience identify with the ministry artists. 
Performance demonstrates an understanding of the issue and how it impacts one 
physically and emotionally. Movement and music transcend language barriers and 
express shared human experiences. For social justice ministers, the arts allow for healing 
through the expression of the unspeakable. In other words, it allows for the injustice to be 
exposed. For those who cannot speak of the injustice due to its painful nature or because 
it is a social taboo to do so, the arts become the place of healing and transformation. 
 
Final Resonance 
Some may view the study and work of peacebuilding as a futile endeavor. Perhaps 
as futile as war? I don’t see it as idealistic. I see it as enacting truth. I would argue that it 
is a worthy area of research for individuals, communities, and the environment as a 
whole, now and for the future. And one of the best tools for peacebuilding is the arts. 
While dialogue is valuable, the arts are not limited by language and can reach deep into 
the emotions of the conflicted to inspire a desire to relate with others. The arts help 
produce a way where there seems to be no way. The arts breathe freshness into 
peacebuilding processes in order for transformation to begin. Interfaith peacebuilding is a 
practice, an ancient way of building relationships with those with whom we want to trade 
ideas and come into harmony. Ultimately, it is the way in which we better understand 
ourselves spiritually, as individuals and communities. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 2 Ibid. 
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As I conducted this research, I gained inspiration from the amount of work by 
scholars, researchers, artists, and activists in this area. Today I no longer view it as a 
vague abstract field of study, but instead as a vibrant community of brilliant and talented 
individuals courageous enough to move forward with the goal of peacebuilding, in its 
variety of forms. The scholarly writings by researchers, as well as the theology of 
Nicholas of Cusa, challenged me intellectually by bringing a scientific and logical 
approach to the topic of peacebuilding as well as to the arts. To place abstract ideas in a 
logical framework requires deep analysis and creative insight. So, for me, this writing 
became an exciting exercise intellectually.  
It also stimulated a new awareness of my own worldview and purpose. I never 
tired of reading and researching this topic. Instead I was profoundly moved with passion 
to continue in this direction for my life. As an artist, this research helped me find my true 
voice, who I am as a musical artist and singer/songwriter. My fieldwork in Israel 
invigorated me creatively as I engaged with other artists who were also sharing their 
music and art with their communities and the world. I feel honored to be able to research 
and write in this area. This exciting topic, interfaith peacebuilding and the arts, not only 
inspires great scholarly research, offers new methods of qualitative study and theory, and 
shares practical tools for peacebuilding, but also impacts individuals, communities, and 
our world in dramatic and transformational ways with hope and possibilities for humanity 
now and in the future.  
I am amazed at the resilience and dedication the artists and activists maintain as 
they move the peace process forward. It is a worthy effort and with each song, story, 
painting, and dance they manifest the multi-layered colors of peacebuilding. It is a strong 
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grassroots movement that is working, and it is evident in the Jewish and Arab voices 
singing in the YMCA Youth Chorus, the families and individuals living at Neve Shalom, 
the friendships formed between the children at the Hand in Hand Schools, and in the 
lyrics, movements and brush strokes of the peacebuilding artists. It has been such an 
honor to conduct this research, with the freedom and framework of portraiture, and to be 
a part of a community of global musicians and artists working together to do our 
individual parts to enact peace in our world. 
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